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The oppression of women, the exploitation and social pressures to which they 
are exposed, are not characteristic of Arab or Middle Eastern societies, or 
countries of the ‘Third World’ alone. They constitute an integ ral part of th e 
political, econo mic and cultural system, prepo nderant in most of the worl d - 
whether that system is backward and feudaTTnnature, or a modern industrial 
society that has been submitted to the far reaching influence of a scientific 
and technological'revolution. 

The situation and problems of women in contemporary human society are 
born of developments in history that rpade one class rule over anothe r, and 
rnen_dominate._o.ve r wome n. They are the product of class an d, sex . 

But there are still many thinkers - men of science, writers, and social or 
political leaders - who close their eyes to this fact. They_vvhiLio^|xa_iate_the 
arduous struggles of wome n for self-ema ncipation from the revolt of people 
ev erywhere, men and women, again st the present structure of society. Yet it 
is only this radical change that can end f oreign and national class exp loit¬ 
a tion for all time mid abolish the asce ndancy of men over women n ofonly 
in society, but also within the fam ily unit which constitutes the corelrf"' 
patriarchal class relations. This core of relations remains the origin of the 
values and sanctified beliefs which throughout the ages have cemented, rein¬ 
forced and perpetuated a system of class and patriarchal oppression, despite 
all the changes which society has known since the first human communities 
were constituted on earth., 

Influential circles, particularly in the W estern imperialist w orld, d epict th e 
problems of Arab women as stemmin g fromdhe^s.ubstance-ancLvahmS'Of 
Islam, and simultaneously depict the retarded development of Arab countries 
irurTany important areas as largely the.r esult of.xelig jg ug and cultural fact ors, 
or even inherent chara.cteristics in the mental and psychtTconstitufion oftHe 
Arab peoples. For them under development is not related to economic an d 
politi cal factors, at the root of which lies foreign exploitation-oi' resources, 
andtjnFpluhder to which national riches are exposed. For them there is no 
link between political and economic emancipation and the processes related 
to growth, development, and progress. 

Development in such circles is visualized as a process of cultural change, of 
modernization along the lines of Western life, of technological advance which 
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would permit better utilization of the resources, quicker and bigger profits, 
and more effective and efficient ways of pumping out oil from under the 
shifting desert sands or the depths of ocean beds. All this under one condition, 
and one condition only: such resources must continue to serve the interests 
of international capitalis m and the multinational giants that still rule over a 
large part of the world. It must be submitted to the laws of une qual eyr.hatw . 
and ruthless explo itation. 

Some Arab aMHsTamic countries have been the theatre of such modern- 


jzation-proeesses-atnhe-hmrdsmrflMKHUaLg QveJnments- and-rulers largely 
^cpiilxcihedJ pYiWestern interests. The result has been nothing more than a form 
of gseu3^dfiiC£lQprnent, a dual system composed of a small modern sector 
linked to the interests of multinationals and a large traditional agricultural 
sector producing for export, a population where a restricted minority shares 
in some of the gains while the vast majority sink from poverty to ever deeper 
destitution, a ruling class fed on opulence and wealth and the masses fed on 
deprivation and a loaf of bread or a bowl of rice. The income and profits 
gene rated fromjhis form of development st ream inTcTffiS'slr ongro omsof 
Western banks and the coffers of international corporations’while the gap 
betweenthe Meveloped v md'hIe" c developmg y grows ever wider and deeper. In 
the United States 'oF'Americaj’ffie 360 billion doffiTayeaToillndustry’s ~! 
‘offacial J *pfO'fltsf^theTi^"siSer'q^orp^SdQM~jKcrea^liO’978'hy as 
muchds353'% qyer'tH;preSoS£y^,.^ilM^the Arab countries~a milliqh 
children fill die ann uall y be fore reaching one year of age,"as a resulLof” 
p overty ,l ickness and maln utrition. Their intake of essential food items such 
as proteins and vitamins is only one-tenth of that fed to dogs and cats in the 
United States of America. 

With the ever growing chasm which separates a minority of rich who own 
the wealth and control the power of nations, and the vast majority worn out 
by exhaustion, toil, sickness and hunger, problems are daily growing more 
acute, conflicts becoming more sharp and bitter, popular explosions more 
frequent, and everywhere the struggle of developing peoples for freedom, 
independence and social equality a widespread phenomenon which is shaking 
the foundations of an imperialist system built on social, racial and sexual 
discrimination. In almost every country of the ‘Third World 5 the conflict 
between classes in its open and clandestine, legal and illegal manifestations is 
growing with each passing day. 

The Iranian Revol ution of 1978-79, which swept before it the Pahlavi 
dynastyris-ali indication that people in the underd evelo ped c ountries are no 
longer able tb~sTarid ‘the"growing pres sures of an .economic.crisis-that is 
affeclinX\Side-rand:wrd:er 'sectibns’of the urban and-rural-worker^,-the middle 
classes, the intellectuals and the national bourgeoisie, and burdening the Hfe of 
millions, both men and women, whose existence is already one long trail of 
suffering from birth to death. YeTjn_Iranab5-Shalu.was4he-selhproGraim.ed 
lead er of a modernization process whi ch, it was said,.had..bxQughtin.cr.easing 
pros perrfy tpJhe_ coiintrv. but which in facthad. onjy engendered incalculable 
richesjf or a handful~oFc5rr upTrdegenerate and sanguinary despots, and a train 
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of misery and death for those who worked the fields, operated the machines, 
ran the schools and colleges, and turned the wheels of everyday adminis¬ 
tration and business in a country where oil revenues had attained $9 billion a 
year. 

The Revolution in Iran, therefore, is in its essence politica l and economic . 

It is a po pular explosion wlridT seeki Ttoemancipate the people~ of Iran, b oth 
i nemnndwb^hT7ahdmorto-senxl~Wom.en backtolhe.pxison^of' the veilthe * 
Jqf cjtejU and the bedroom, The~tranian RevQlutionJiasJi£texhtlTn-banner^-Q.f- _ 
Mam overhead , a s"Hanners_of freedom from imperialist onnression-irL the- 
economic .-s:ouiahaiid-cultur-al-life^o:f.Tn o reJhannhfrf v-seyen mil 1.i n n_.pp.np1 p. ..— 
for fslamin its essence, in its-fundam ental teachings, in its birth and develop¬ 
mentunderJhjOeadnS " 

toh ocial equality and puKlic ownerslup of wealthln i ts earlie st , forinTthat of . 
a ‘Bouse 5 or ‘Bank 5 in which all surplus.w eal th was to be deposited and used 
for feeding.and>GlQt-hin^and4ioujing the poor. Ear ly Islam laid the .firs.1r- ~ 
foundations of what migh t be ca lled a Prim itive Socialism, for the money 
deposited in the ‘House of Wealth 5 belonged to alTM6slinis equally, irrespec¬ 
tive of their tribe or class! But Primitive Socialism in Islam did not last long. 

It was soon buried under the growing prosperity of the new classes that arose' 
and thrived after Mahomet’s death, and that increased their influence when . 
the Muslim warriors burst beyond the narrow frontiers of the Arab desert—j 
and flowed out from the burning sands into the green valleys of Syria, Iraq 
and Egypt. Primitive Socialism received its first blows at the hands of Osmaj 
Ibn Affan, the Fourth Caliph of the Muslims and head of the Ommayad 
dynasty in Damascus. 

Thus arose in Islam , the struggle That began, and was never to end., betwee n 
those who hoped or be lieved or foughti onsn cial justice, freedom Yr kLe.qualitv. 

and those wh o stood for class privileg e^,Teu.dahnnpi ession and whose. 

descendants wer elater to side with the Tu rkish, do mination,'w ith French, 
British, Italian and German colonialism and later with international imperia¬ 
lism headed by the United States of America. 

Thus it came about thatfrom the time of Osman Ibn Affan i n the Eig hth, 
Century A.D., history was to plunge the Arab Islamic peoples into a long 
night of feudal oppression and foreign domination reaching its darkest depths 
under the Turkish Emp ire which, ever since it conquered and ruled, has - 
symbolized what is most corrupt, degenerate, obscurantist, inhuman and 
reactionary in the annals of the Arab peoples. v 

Thus it was also that women were cond e mned toJo.il .Jo liide_b.ehind the ^ 
veil, to qui ver in the prisonera Harem fenc ed in by high w alls, iron bars, 
w mcibw les s rooms ,.an d tiie ever present eunuchs~on guard with their swords. 

In their quest for liberatiorTIroih the mjustices and oppression exercised—- 
against them by foreign invaders and internal feudal rulers, the Arab peoples 
could see no hope except in the application of those p rinciples of socia l xy 
e^uality^r eedom and justice which co ns tituted the essence of Isl amic *\ 
teacEngs. This explains why the great majority of revolutionary Arab leaders 
who fought against feudal despotism in its various forms, internal or external, 
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.and later against colonialism, as well as the pioneers and thinkers who nlaved 
jaro e in the cultural and intellectual development of the Arab peoples par 
jhcularly during the reawakening of the 19th and early 20th century were also 

D,ne Pl^ftr n 7n A We Can clte as eminMt examples Gamal El 
E1 Af f ham > Abdel Rahman El Kawakbi, Abdallah Nadeem and sbeiUti 

i T^n Ah r° U - U " t0ai fa “S -Snifictt to note that ftdr 

• thought and action not only aimed at the liberation of Arab peoples from the 

- --»- - 

l2 d -? y ’ therefore, is a natura l heritage of the 

JJJaHU_Uja. te aQiuags._olllh.e Xoxap. and_thje Prop iie t M ah oni et' "’Thmi t U that 

not only by its philosophical and theological 
content but also by the fact that since the early days it penetrated into*the 

and socianfspects ofevery- 

yJlL.hAXb3pand£tU g^ir^^ 

on tTfe one h an d j ahBToF^flree 

out on fZ ?? Wlt t nessed a growing conflict which is being fought 

ialism and m^inn a^ bet ^ een , the &^^mBress, and those of taper- . 
i hgmand reaction . As the contradictions in the world of todayl^Tdeeber 

and more acute, the battle for people’s minds and convictions is expanding 

™ S b t at ‘ le iS u being f0U6ht ln aU areas - IsIara ^ one 
the wmlTriih r because it spreads its influence over crucial regions of 
the world rich in resources and human potential. The conflicts within Islam 
are directly related to the struggle for control of the oil fields. 

hmce Islam still exercises a profound influence over the eighty million 
peop e who constitute the Arab world, both the forces of rea^nd taose 
who stand for freedom and progress are waging a battle to win the support 
mmv Jfth^n °w y who f sti11 base their attitudes and behaviour towards 

many of the problems of society and of everyday life on the teachings of 



^ ^ ^ iln * 0!tOU * fa tha nnHtid 

n^TiTU ^ nc “’T ”* 1 ""* - -rrnfr r nmlln r M.. | 

jan^e^aneflectiye r weap,oiL^^^Si3sof the Aiab-reopies-aiainst 


increasing efforts are being made to spread the effective utilization of Arabic 

coloniahsmby ' 

^|a^ai gn . rfxis is 

«tegtae rcnCl1 “ ieplaCed ArabiC 38 " tomCundefr 

The TT) Atl*ho—o*t-rvr 1 1 'Xu 1 » - 


T he_^ovemei rts-aiming-at~gtilttn: a i-emaneipation. independence .and 
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wa|&d-by-the^eoglesj3f underdeveloped countries. They are growing in 
depth arid' maturity botFin North Africa and'in tataSaharan Africa. Peoples 
everywhere are not only breaking the bonds of political and economic 
dependence, but also the cultural chains that imprison the mind. They are 
probing into their past, rediscovering their origins, their roots, their history 
they are searching for a cultural identity, learning anew about their own 
civilization, moulding a personality genuine enough and strong enough and 
. resolute enough to resist the onslaught of Western interests and to take back 
what was plundered over the centuries: natural resources, labour producing 
value, goods and profits, and the creations of intellect and culture ... and 
to restore the roots that take their sustenance in the past and their nourish¬ 
ment in cultural heritage. For without these roots the life of a people dries 
up becomes weak and futile like a tree cut off from the depths of the soil 
and loses both its physical and moral force. 

This vast, deep and sweeping movement for liberation is, nevertheless 
exposed to serious reverses as a result of the blows directed against it from 
both external and internal enemies. Imperialism continues to fight back 
viciously and often effectively in defence of its interests in the Islamic and 
Arab world. In this conflict any and all weapons can be used to contain the 
nsmg movement of peoples fighting for their rights. 

Among these weapons is the use of religion, the £ sword and the words of 
Islam . Any ambiguity in Islamic teachings, any mistake by an Islamic leader 
any misinterpretation of Islamic principles, any reactionary measure or policy 
by Isla mic rulers can be grist to the mill of imperialist conspiracy, can be 
inspired by CIA provocations, can be blown up and emphasized by Western 
propaganda, and can be manipulated or born of intent in order to be used 
m lighting back against the forces of progress. Only a shortwhile ago, the 
Weste rn jpress orc h estrated_ a camp aign against the Ir anian Revolution 
accusing it of being reacTionMy^oflmposing. on wpmejQdlielveihandrihe 
chador, of attempting.to deprive Jhem of the civil right s they had enjoyed 

unde f w3iit^as_happening in Iran as_ 

a social change geared towardsrihe past,, traditionalist,- and-fanatio,j&the.r than 
as .a political and economic, movement advancing under the pressure of a 

militant popular up rising surprising hU ts .depth-and-resolu.tejqessr^Such . 

counter-revoTutioriary machinations are characterized by their variety, 
subtlety, and the thought given to understanding the complexity of each 
situation and to ways of playing skilfully on the various contradictions 
Even revolutionary and leftist movements can be utilized in this ‘game of 
nations and become unwitting instruments in the hands of reactionary 
forces posing under the guises of democracy, liberalism, humanism, modern¬ 
ism, and human rights. The Western press suddenly discovered that ‘human 
rights had to be defended in Iran. Progressive-feminlst inovements-tater— 
vened on beMf wo men , no^reabzing that sometimes the form 

and even the content of their interventio n was being used to discreditthe 
Iranian people’s struggle ag ainst American-interven.tion At 
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OTthortn^nf 315 “ d , agents 216 ta fact encouraging the most conservative and 
rthodox forces of Islam so as to build up a rampart against the progressive 

Tf s °f R e v ° luti on by opposing Islam to the socialists and communists 
who are described as no more than atheistic tendencies in a society of believers 
Capitalist: circles today are facing a dilemma. They are in need of Islam and ’ 
utilize it as a buttress against progressive and socialist movements But at the 
same ime they realize that Islam has been an important force for people’s 

mdftltOnce^aOahiOf 3863 Wst0Iy ’ “ cluding “"temporary Arab societies, 
wf* ? 11 can play an important role in the struggle against 

exploitation and oppression. This explains why the United States of America 

the A d r°h ted S i U i Ch T i mi A igU0US stailce witil re s ard to Ae Islamic movements in 
Arab woild and the Middle East, a two-faced stand characterized by an 

attempt to preserve and reinforce them at times, while criticizing attacking 
and weakening them at others. The essence of American pohcTfa “gafd 
is to strengthen the reactionary, obscurantist and fanatical wings of Islam and 
o divide weaken and distort those movements that mobilize the masses in the 
Arab wor d to take an anti-imperialist, anti-fendalist or a socialist posttion 

ment'htheArnh ’ ? ° f Wliting (mld 1979 )> lsl * mic ™ve- 

m nts m the Arab countries have opposed the Israeli/Egyptian ‘Peace Treaty 5 

which has been conceived, engineered and almost negotiated by the U S - a 

Treaty which, instead of bringing peace, has divided tire Arabs; strengthened 

Zionism, turned the Middle East into a theatre for American military bases 

^epTnhigTolihcaT^ i ed Egyptfurther down tlie path to capitulation and a 
deepening political and economic crisis. 

hv m„ thiS T < l 0Uble dealing game With IsIam ’ * e Western P°wers are supported 
by those Islamic regimes and those political and religious leaders following in 

die path previously paved by their predecessors for Turkish domination and 

Sn^^aga^^e° Ol0n f Wh ° ^SlMMJlMinktameirt 

and who maintained that religion believed in 

fhefntb ended fl?^^l® S 513 was ° pposed t0 disobedience against the ruler 

freedomT tb 6 Tf’ wll ° depicted revolt, revolution and the struggled 
freedom as the greatest of all crimes, and who considered dissatisfaction of 

the ordinary person with poverty, destitution and disease as heresy For was it 

wblb who be " *e good tirings of life on people to Se way 
which he saw fit depriving some of the bare necessities and bestowing upon 
others riches and pleasure without end ? He who is a believer, therefore must 
perforce accept tire will of God with peace, calm and a deep satisfaction' 

..ftr f aCllnRS md campai S ns hav.e.nlaved. and cnntinm. tg play, an 

dp or tant role in mamfaining^dremforcing reactionary regimes Religious 
obscurantism, superstition and fanaticismS^rrnl sltoangerous 

a T h T dS 0f those rulers or cIasses that wish to disarm and 
divide tlie Arab peoples, instilling in their minds and hearts the conviction 

Virtues Y18 P0WeifUl and 11131 fat£jiSm 31111 resignati °n are the highest of 

oontnrie sttiatfoUo wed Mahomet’s first establishme nt of „ 
— amj p.m ]e 111 Arab Peni nsula, there have been religious' thinkers 
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l eaders whohaye insisted tMLIslam^caiino t be und erstood properly if it is 

^S^^jj ^H^atHhH tsTTliese 

L w^;u! ^ ffl ^rb nt S —US , above 

trom th eir general context and from the essential princ iple, nf 

l^^^l^ ^g^^aTo-oupp ort backwlfo 

, The broad charactej_pf the Iranian. Rev olution to day means that it has w 
drawn 

Some of thgm are enlightened and prog ressive. Others are nnt anef tend to 
cling to t raditionalist Islamic beliefs . Theselatter are the~source of the 
pressures beingjxerted on women, of interpret®^ 
and head to beM»^^ or mem®pTOor]dng woman to 
be isolated o^more Mprecmcts of tlieTiouTe.'These slogans are 

either upheld. o.u.LcrLieuar.a.tn.eft.«£.+n^ ciples _of Islam or are'part’of a 


ui isiam or are parr 

connected Q j ^ 

Iranian people, and facilitating the success of ftejjirneiausjicinsplracies-thaj 
are being hatched agai nst t he R evolution behind the scenes. 

to use religion 

'tl^Tiountay 

ment not only abstained from interfering in Sy w Wtli'^eSt^vities, but 
also helped them by opening up channels for financial and poHtical support 
Women were encouraged to wear the veil, and female students wearing 
modernized forms of Islamic dress were a familiar sight in the streets of 
Egyptian cities and on the university campus. Long articles extolling the 
virtues of motherhood and the dangers of female participation" in paid 
employment appeared in the newspapers, and special radio programmes talked 
incessantly about woman’s role in the home. ~ 

The Egyptiany^lmg®asx,_h.ow-e.ver,n'e(;reated rapidl y from thi s position and 
envmced serious alarm bordering on panic when the same Islamic movements 
started to attack the Peace Treaty with Is rael an d to d eteadLthc n'ghts of 
EalestirumansTThis alarm was magnified a hundred fold by the sweeping 
march of the Iranian people battling to destroy the heritage of a tyrannical 
dynasty that had ruled the country over 57 years. Since large sectors of the 
revolutionary forces were drawing their inspiration from Islam, it now became 
necessary to attack what had been defended with such remarkable ardour 

{ sarne ti !5£2J^l^§^^ 1 -pr e ss-on-ce'-aga.in-stai : ted-to-attaok-t-he-- 

lanaticism o f Islamic,mov emgnts. ^ ei^usiastic-campaign-was-laiinchp.fl in 

aetence_or.Irania n wom en condemned to the dark walls of the chador Iran 

0V fof thousands of women, impressive... 
ye chiding as they, stood .clothed in their long black robes, while the incessant 
click of Weste rn cameras carried this me dieval sight to millions of readers all 
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o yer the world. Y et this enthusiasm for women’s rights, or even human rights, 
f was^safllyflacking wlTen~thousa!id s~df Iranian men and women'were being shot 

/ to death by-army - 'guns, oYassassinated or tortured in the underground cells 
of the' jjnviLk7 or when "a^vh ole-people~^^ieh7'women and children - was 
forced to flee Its land t o se tffejnlEe t erifs of refugee camps, or when peaceful 
popul'afmnswere'being burnt to~deattfwitEmapalm or torn to pieces by cluster 
bombs. 

No doubt, any attempt to force women back into the ch ador or the home 
is a r ® ac ^°hiar3 r pohcy , TUTwoxthy~of any revolution that wishes to emancipate 
people and abohsK'eXhluil^fi(5ITahd misery. It is necessary that women unite 
everywhere to strengthen and broaden their movement towards liberation. 
Solidarity between women can be a powerful force of change, and can influ¬ 
ence future development in ways favourable not only to women but also to 
men. But such solidarity must be exercised on the basis of a clear understand¬ 
ing of what is going on in the underdeveloped countries, lest it be used to serve 
other purposes diametrically opposed to the cause of equality and freedom for 
all peoples. It is necessar y at all times to see the close links betwe en w omen’s 
struggles for emancipati on and IhelT ^tlei.'fo~na tion n I and.social liberation 
wage db j people in all parts ofthe,‘Third World’ against foreign domination 
and flih expIolTafion exercised by international capitalism over human and 
natural resources. IF this lmk"g'f5r gotten, feminist movements in the West 
may ;be-used not to furlk e^tK^^ »a liberation but instead to 

partici^e_mhd^5.ha^JfeBjorces of&eedoin and progress, in the countries 
of Asia, A f rica and Latin Am erica. 

P^Ol oouxse , I oppose the desireoF"certain religious leaders in Iran to see 
f wonien covered civil rights they have gained 

/ over theyears..Suchj;ehgipus lea.d.exs either. do not understand Islam correctly 
k{ or have accepted to serve a dubious cause. A religious leader is not a God, he 
tehuman and therefore liable to go wrong and to make mistakes. It is nece- 
‘ ) ssary that his words and actions be submitted to democratic control and 

( critical appraisal by the people whose life he wishes to influence and even 
\ direct. He should be questioned and appraised by (lie women and men he is 
■5? / hymg to lead. Iranian women have shown that tliey are capable of standing 
steadfastly against attempts to throw them back into (lie past. Supported by 
cy enlightened leligious leaders and progressive men, tliey have succeeded in 
-a throwing back retrograde attempts against the status of women and their 
^ \ rights in society. 

S The religious movement of Iran is a concrete example on a higher and more 
J? ^|^^an ce d. level of the age-long struggle that has continued in Islam between 
r. progressive political leaders and religious thinkers and those whose values and 
^j^ttttudos towards socie ty are inspired by narrow class privileges and an ortho- 
E^dox traditionalist interpretation of Islam. An eminent leader may himself be 
subject of inner contradictions so that his vision of certain aspects in the 
^political and social struggle is enliglitened, whereas his horizons in other areas 
fi remain limited and rigid. He may fight vigorously for the liberation of his 
eountiy fiom foreign domination and yet look upon women as inferior 
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creatures who should be subject to the will and fantasies of men. In this world 
of ours is it not true to say that very few are the men who not only intellect \ 
tually believe in equality between men and women, but also are capable of 
practising it in everyday life? And is it not also correct to say that, even 
within the socialist movement itself, a backward position as far as women is 
concerned still remains characteristic and indicates that in many spheres 
socialist and Marxist thought and practice has still a long way to go? 

Time and time again, life has proved that, whereas political and economic 
change can take place rapidly, social and cultural progress tends to lag behind 
because it is linked to the deep inner emotive and psychic processes of the 
human mind and heart. Men are very often the victims of such contradictions 
in their attitude towards women. The role of women’s organizations, and of 
the political struggle of women, therefore continue to be crucial factors in any 
changes which will ultimately lead to the complete emancipation of women 
and to real equality between the sexes. Only through the influence exerted 
by political action and effective organization will this social and cultural 
change be possible. Such is the law of progress and the status of women is no 
exception. Men must come to realize, and even be compelled to make, the 
changes within themselves which are so necessary for human progress and 
which they seem so reluctant to make. 


Ihe lemmist movements in the West which are devoting great efforts to the 
cause of women everywhere are beginning to understand the specific aspects 
of the situation in underdeveloped countries which have to be taken into 
account by women’s liberation movements. For although there are 
certain characteristics common to these movements alTover the world, fundafl 
mental differences are irievitable~when we are dealing with different stages of j 
economicflsociarand- pglitfcahdevelopmen.t. In underdeveloped countri es. \ 

l iberation from forei'gn~dom ii iatio n ' 0 fte n still remains the crucial I ssue and j 
influ ences the content and forms of struggle In o th e?aTeas inciu djLng4hafiof^f 
Women*s status and role in society. Gu-ttu.rahdiffeiiences between the Western! 


W omen’s status and role in societ y. G nit-ural-diffemnce s between the Western I 
capflafTsf'‘societies and“Arab Islamic cofrhtries are also of importance. If all 
this ismot takenrinto'’aceount"and "studied with care, enthusiasm and the 
spirit of solidarity on its own may lead feminist movements to taking a stand 
that is against the interests of the liberation movements in the East, and 
therefore also harmful to the struggle for women’s emancipation. This per- 
haps explains the fact that progressive circles among Iranian women adopted 
a somewhat neutral attitude to some American feminist figures who rushed 
to Iran in defence of their sisters against the reactionary male chauvinist’ 
regime ‘that was threatening to imprison women behind the black folds of 
the chador. * j 

flhjfcccssaryTo undmistancLihat the most important struggle that faces \ 
women in Arab Islamic co untries is n ot that of Tree Thought’ve rshslh efi e f \ 
in r^^50*7iR5rTemimst rights* (as understood sometimes in the'West) m l 
opposition tY'm-alem'hauvmism’, nor does it aim at some of the superficial I 
aspects of modernization characteristic of the developed world and the \ 
affluent society. In its essenc e, th e struggle whichfis now being fought seeks 
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to ensure that the Arab peoples take possession of their economic potential 
anhTesbufces7^hdlirth~efi^s cientifi ^ airh^l Tu7al'hentage~so~-tliatthey~~can 
develop 'w.hnfeveT'tlieXhave to the maximum"and'nd“thenrselves once and for 
all of the control and domination exercised by foreign capitalist interests. 
fjThey seek to build a free society with equal rights for all and to abolish the 
"injustices and oppression of systems based on class and patriarchal privilege. 

It is worth noting in this connection that it is precisely the current reac¬ 
tionary regime in Egypt, after having linked its fate to that of American 
and Zionist interests in the Middle East and abandoned the struggle of Arab 
peoples for a just and lasting peace, that started to attack the Iranian Revo¬ 
lution as opposed to the values of a modern civilization and the rights of 
women. 

Our past experience has always shown that any strengthening of the links 
that bind the Arab peoples to Western interests inevitably leads to a retreat 
in all spheres of thought and action. Social progress is arrested and the most 
reactionary and traditionalist circles in society begin to clamour for a return 
to orthodoxy and dogma. The social and economic rights of the vast majority 
are subjected to attack, and women become the first victims of the general 
1 assault against freedom and progress. Radical social change is replaced by 
superficial modernization processes that affect the elitist and privileged 
groups in society, and tire women'belonging to these groups are transformed 
into a distorted version of the Western woman, while (lie vast majority of 
toiling women in industry, agriculture, government administration, commerce 
and trade, or in the teaching and liberal professions find themselves victims of 
increasing oppression and a sharp decline in their s tandards of living. S uper- 
ficialprocesses_ofmo demization.j fldie-th&r-in_the West or the East, wilbncver--• • 
lead To ^eequ^^n3etwee5 Som.&n-end-men-.in the economic,-social,political 
\ and sexual.aspects, of life.^Sexual ri ghts as p ractised in many~W.estem.socfeties 
do not leadjxythe emancipatio n of women. hut to an accentuated oppression 
where women are transformed into commercialized bodies and.a.source of 
increasing capitffist..profits7'. 


In addition, modernization processes in the West sometimes bestow ‘equal 
' rights’ on that small minority of women belonging to tire middle or upper 
classes. These find their way into business or the liberal professions and may 
.even become Members of Parliament or Ministers. But usually such women 
are as conservative, if not more conservative, than (lie men to whose class 
they belong. The positions they enjoy do not serve to liberate women from ' 
lire inferior position which is characteristic of such societies. On the contrary, 
Urey perpetuate inequality between men and women by masking the real 
situation and affording a pretence of change, whereas in fact no real change 
has taken place. 

When Margaret Thatcher, leader of the Conservative Party, became the 
first woman Prime Minister of Britain during the month of May, 1979, the 
Western Press acclaimed this event as a significant development. And yet 
many people might feel that Margaret Thatcher’s policies will probably lead 
to a deterioration in the situation of women, for it is not the mere fact of her 
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being a woman which is important, but the class and policies she represents. 

A Conservative government will necessarily be antagonistic to the rights of 
working people, democratic liberties and socialism, and this inevitably leads 
to a similar position with regard to movements for women’s emancipation. 

This will not only affect policies as regards women in England. Britain still 
exercises considerable influence in world affairs and particularly over a certain 
number of the countries in Africa and to a smaller extent in Asia. 

The struggJgjQ fjwomen in underd eveloped countriesis noj.jyiajxow.fanatic£ 
movement prejudiced in fa vour of th e'Iemalesei rind ri sing J o its defence a ,t_ | 
any cost. We knowJEafprogress for women, and an improvement of fh eir 
status, can never bejM mqyesTorwar.d. We 

believe that fanatic ism of an y form should be opposed, whether religious, 
pol itical or social. Vic to rylnthT loiqr^ 

emancipation require s that womenadopt aTTexible attitude and be prepared 
to ally their efforts withijrffiqsewho^tand fonprogressrWbmen shbuldbe"'J^ • 
ready to co-operate with democratic and natiohalisTforces, progressive / 

religious movements, as well as with socialist and Marxist oriented trends and 
organization's. It is the unified efforts of all these forces that permitted the 
Iranian people to carry through a successful revolution against the 57 year old 
rule of the Pahlavi dynasty, and it is this unified effort that remains the main 
guarantee for its future development. Tills explains why the enemies of the 
Iranian people are concentrating on attempts to divide these forces, to play 
one off against the other. In these divisive attempts, any slogan and any force 
can be utilized as long as it serves the main purpose — no matter whether that 
force be progressive or retrograde, capitalist or socialist, democratic or rigid 
and fanatical, chauvinistic and racialist or internationalist. The women’s 
liberation movement is no exception. 


Women have alwa YS-haem an integral p art of the nati onal l iberation jxLOve- 
ment in the countries of Asia, Africa^ the Md!le.-B^ . 

They fought side by side w ith the men in Algeria against F rench co lonialism, 
and as part of fiieTaTestme Liberation Organization’s "struggle against 
Zionisfand imperialisf agffes ave~ policles aimecTat deprivingiheJP.alestinian 
people of their national right to _^e,lf-determinatiohr And women fought too 
in Yemen against the British occupation and Arab reactionary intrigues, in 
Mozambique against Portuguese colonialism and Rhodesian punitive 
expeditions, in Vietnam against successive armed invasions of their country 
by the French, the Japanese, the Americans and now the Chinese. 

Through the ir participation in the s trug gle for n ational liberafiom.ancL.for 
economibnindYociarreconstrac tion they liave^ainFd^manvridiS^Neyerthe- 
less, oncwthWevrsysTems of government are m"place ywhct hejji atlo nal 
demonratic~orsouiahstrtheywer-y-often cease";toy^vance j in-a. significant 
manner as' far as wome Wstatus hi s ociety is_ concerned. This isnoticeable in 
the so cialistrregimes~ofL’asTenTEurope, in Algeria after independencK and in' 
other countries like^Northd^re^^ This is due mainl y 

to the .fa^f thaiwciiien have not suc ceeded in b e c omin g - a - well n r ganiz ed~ 
political force capableoFensuring adequate representation for themselves at 
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all j eVels , 0fs ° TCrnment 311(1 administration, as well as in the Political 

aft^a.nnfflBSirsfioara^ra^. 

m me lactones, fields, social services, different professions and at home and 

® fact tlat t lhe >' re P rese ' lt half the population in each country their repre 
sentation Within the political power structure is always limite/to a minority 
and sometimes.even a very restricted minority. minority, 

! I gt men > and have a 

if . , y^^icicly to lorgeTtHe problems faced by women or afleast not to 

i ?L e : iem the attention and effort that are required. Instead of attempting to 
? p away patriarchal class relations within the family these are maintateert 
m one form or another, and the values related to toireltaSS 
The changes that have take n place in the A rab countries are characterized^ 

tociPtel fem. SisomSiSiWlo ‘ 

ChattgM UrC ™ aIly ac:om: anted by 

“tside^^ expimsion of labour 

ou t sld ?4f e tonie. and_wSih dra.ws.Jnmdxeds of thousands of both men and 

women into the production process and the numerous services and organizat- 
“e &0m ae ™ al “ 

nuL"^ hotm^ly grow in 

social eh Jresulting from the 
so ^ c hangesto whm^ deprived of tire sunnort 

\ asslst ^ ce and numerous functions that were previously affordedTy fET~‘ ’ 
j system. Their children used to be cared for’and'IooEeTafter 

! m/fi!m berS °, f -f ex —' 

forthcoming J " 6 ' S ° CM ' ? sycK5T6gical ahd even financial support was 
forthcoming and numerous tasks were undertaken in common so as to 

| alleviate foe burdens of every day life. The extended f“arried out a wide 

! to the city and social change hi 'general 

f amfly'2 X f X ?®* is * owbein S mplaced by® nudear 

; i^iy- Bp-td^iiiiclearfamilyjsjaiaB abte of p erforming the same ml, an(1 

l ri °5h_ r ms tltut mn has grown up to substitute itself To- tffiltmdhres that 

j onc . e exis tednmd-so-be-eapable-ofimdertaking-what the-extended famllv 

S » 0nce did for ** family members and particularly &e Zto"^ 

responribiUt/atTn X continued to wash tlieir hands of any 

md nubh/f» / X CTa , de many of the reS Ponsibilities in society 
. llfe ; ies Ponsibilities related to the need for a new organization of 

ta die 1?W k ° f SOl T 8 ^ Pr ° bkmS fa “ d by women boXTw" d 

ZonXT/hv to baap the double or even triple burden 

wiJimd-roJes.,aUiomt : fowardTfoe husband, tlXhMBmirand- S -ornefim P , 

and evelifobmirTr-- 

to values Jmtjyerecan.o.bstacle 

to mepgiticipatiQn ofwomen m foelabouTforce/it has continued to unhnld 
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which ensure a continued exploitation of their efforts in carin? for th P u 
husb^id and children, efforts winch also continue to Z JZlp Jd u hT\ 
extolled thejgretefagjjpgna nj their right to alte ration a nd torn diwrA 

fr0m be “ ill E a freely circm~ 

^jrtVtlMlShph 1 foroeT^fevertheliisTTrcontinuMToleiKfofcJthTirs_ 

ronr S ^^ a tb 1 ° d -^2? e 5-^3®t~®?0> : em55nuiE23i‘3n^rri^d^rft~’' e 

continues to sing The virtues, of sweet motherhood, to mainSn fasln some 
Islamic circles) that ‘Paradise lies under the feet of mothers’and tW J 

o bedience to the husband is the highest of qualities inIwomXnd a mark ^ 


ot obedience to AI m i p 

r X™ a career t. e _ v ® n i ^ she beaMimster, is still governed by the law"oT~ / 
bedienee consecrated-in foe Egyptian Marriage'eofoehWBeiiawmw™ — \ 
succumhs to the iimumerableT5i!E^^ foe homo ox h \ 

unable to give her husband and children the care that is expected of W she \ 
s nu spared. Accusations me heapbd. on her head,; not^east 0 ^?' 
will 5 y ne gjectmg her children and not submitting herself to the husband’s I 
and needs, she is contributing to the dissolution of 'sacred family bonds’/ 

C areTlittlg-^^/nyh Srb^^lyi7~^'^m- ---^i y aCr | ed f amlly ~ b ° p ds- and vet * 



iibsolute-riglit-tofoiv 

dest roy tire very eSfeXta^iiy 

rorgersuerprovide the facilities and means necessaiy for mothers to hritur , in 
then chddremagpropriately. A woman is rarely given enouZSi to nmsl ' 
her cWd and the periods of leave afforded to her before Z after IX 1 

birth to her baby are sadly inadequate. glTOlg / 

disp,ayed in Preserving the formal . 1 

is related t/ be aepriving 11 of “V genuinTsutaaittee content 

A ^ ^ tlie deslre of e x ploitmg classes and the political powers that 5 
^ p f.® sent t ^ cm J 0 v , Qnsu ff thatjie economic funcrionsQffo^ayEe" 
maintained and that theTamTly cont inues to bear the burden amTcm/Tof 

systwn ^ comhl Z ^X^pinsiEiE^?-fo^ . 

ments were to take 

discovering the truths that Ite^FtobaTSTaSnSiffiS^ 
family system, society has all along reinforced the links betweXiother lo/e 
or family love and the upkeep, nourishment and rearing ofSZT As 
though motherly or family affection must and can only express i/elft 
assummg unaided responsibility for their economic neehs It theX time 

r, “ r ty which characterize the lives of the vast 

ajhrity of people m Arab countTierdeprive them"ofIriy re7rpo s abiilty nf 

1S .Mmantame^TKraTmgort^ofTSnfflescSnof - 
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children with the required economic means.Most mothers suffer hunger 
deprivation-and-a state oT'exhaustromwhich rendersthehTunEt to nourish 
their babies or even look after them. Without food their breasts dry up, 
without the basic needs of life their affection withers. Deprived of everything 
they lose their capacity to give. Withered to the core by years of labour in 
the fields and in die home, their youth ebbs away in a matter of years, 
leaving a broken body and a drying soul — a useless forgotten human being 
lot it is to be cast aside for a younger and more attractive woman. 

/Women who are educate d may fm djmoxemew.arding occup ations and a 

/areei^ey^thel&ssy inmrgsrc a s^Ttibehush andwillcontinue-to-dominate’ * 

b verher, fo take possession.offier earnings,and to threaten her with divorce 
wKenevershe tries to loosen his grip or refuses to respond to his fantasies 
.Patriarchal n orms a nd values continue to reign in the home, the street, the 
I school, the ^nosqu ^and the place of work, and even in tire concepts and 
j attitudes propUgated through radio programmes, T.V., films, the. theatre 
\newspapers and magazines. 

^ This is the situation of most women in the Arab countries. Yet I cannot 
agree with those women in America and Europe who draw sharp cTisfifictions’""' 
betweernhmCQAlLs^ in the region to which f 

belong ,,.andw ho believe that there areTuridame ntal differences. They tend 
to depict our jhcjis^condiiual submission tomedieval systems, and point ~ 
vehemently to some ofllien:ituals' , 'andTfMitional practices such as female 
circumcisionTTheyTai's'e aThue and cry in defence of the victims, write long 
axticlesrand-de llv&r-speeehes-atxongresserrQfuourse, it is gopd thaTfeniale 
circumcisiofrb'e~den ouncedrBnTbY ''cohcentra ting. on such manifestations 
there STTHsKTthafThe real issues of social and economic change be evaded 
or e\^yrforgotTe ri7anhl:l ratmffectivemctioh3d ieplaced by a feeling, of 
supefior huma nityTa glow o~f satisfaction that may blind the mind and 
fe eliiig£j[o thijqncre^ en ’ s emancip ation. 

I am against female circumcision and other similar retrograde and cruel 
practices. I was the first Arab woman to denounce it publicly and to write 
about it in my book, Woman and Sex. I linked it to the other aspects of female 
oppression. But Ldisagree_mth Jhose_women in Am erica and Europe wU 0 
i co ncentrate on issues such as female c ircu mcision an d dep ic t them as mrmfAf 
the unu sual an d barb aric oppression to which women are exposed.pnlyTn"’" 
Africanmrjkta^ aira£fempts~to deal with such prpblems 

iu i solation, or t o sever general economic and social 

pressures to which women everywhere are exposed, and with thejqpjpression 
whachTsThe_ daily,breadTe_cLtoJ;he_fenia le sex in develop ed and'develonln g 
cou ntries, in both of whidm^p atrihrchaf class~systern still prevails. 

clitoride.ct om-y.--Lift-tlie.chains.off -mv-bodv.putthemhains onmymind?^ 
Sigmund BreilTwas perhaps Biernost famousof all those m’eh'whotaughT 
psychological and physiological circumcision of women when he formulated 
his theory on the psychic nature of women, described the clitoris as a male 
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organ, and sexual activity related to the clitoris as an infantile phase, and when 
he maintained that maturity and mental health in a woman required that 
sexual activity related to the clitoris cease and be transferred to the vagina. 

No doubt, the physical ablation of the clitoris appears a much more savage 
and cruel procedure than its psychological removal. Nevertheless, the conse¬ 
quences can be exactly the same, since the end result is the abolition of its 
functions so that its presence or absence amount to the same thing. Psycho¬ 
logical surgery might even be more malicious and harmful because it tends 
to produce the illusion of being complete, whereas in actual fact the body 
may have lost an essential organ, like a child bom an idiot yet provided with 
brain substance. It can create the illusion of being free, whereas in actual fact 
freedom has been lost. 

To live in an illusion, not to know the truth is the most dangerous of all 
things for a human being, woman or man, because it deprives people of their 
most important weapon in the struggle for freedom, emancipation and control 
of their lives and future. To be conscious that you are still a slave still living 
under oppression is the first step on the road to emancipation. 

We the women in Arab countries realize that we are stiilaj.av. es, st ill—. 

oppres^thlibrbecau sejivej Eiiilj^^ . 

mSmfieTErflffin^cIrocil^esf^ 

thlititardominp^ ^ 

foYiTEurselves of this system isjhe o nly way to become free. Freedom 

Mfejiow^ enough, anil dynami c enq .ughfo.jtrulv~..„ 

represent half'pTT^^y^ro^TminTtlie reSTeasorTWy women have been 
unableTo complete their emancipation, even in the socialist countries, is that 
they have failed to constitute themselves into a political force powerful, 
conscious, and dynamic enough to impose their rights. 

More and more women are being drawn into the struggle for social trans¬ 
formation in the Arab countries. Many of them, however, still believe that the 
cause of women’s liberation is purely a woman’s problem, or a particular 
social change related to the family, to the husband, or to children, a problem 
which is completely separate and distinct, unrelated to the major political 
issues in society, or to the struggle for socialism, freedom and democracy. 

However, the.experience-and mistakes of the past have contributed to¬ 
wards a growing maturity among the women and men who are playing a 
leading role in progressive social movements and parties. Many of them are 
realizing more clearly the need to bridge the gap between political and civil 
life, between the general issues of society and the personal problems and 
needs related to each individual, between the broad functioning of govern¬ 
ment in society and the daily participation of people in the solution of their 
own problems and the running of their own affairs. They feel the need for a 
modem theory of social transformation that links thought to action, intellect 
to feeling and emotion, and that is able to build up a new and higher 
relationship between women and men in their struggle for a better world.- 
This new concept of society, and of the processes related to its 
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transformation, must be able to concretize the relationships between the 
general oppression of both men and women, and the specific forms of oppres¬ 
sion to which women alone are exposed for no other reason than that they 
are women. In other words, thereJs^an-ur-gen^and vital need to visualize the .. 
link s between the political, economic and social remoulding, of society, and 

the"cultural, moral, psychological, sexuaTand' affective remoulding of the . 

human bem^ihd'Tb’bTazeTEehr ails alo ng which this process must advance, 

TEe~cre"atroirof a woman’s "movement in each Arab country, capable of 
mobilizing the women in every home, village, town or city, of drawing into 
its ranks the illiterate peasant woman, the female factoiy worker, the 
educated professional woman, will mean that tire Arab movement for 
democracy, progress and socialism is capable of reaching every woman, and 
is attaining the stage where it is a real mass movement and not just the 
instrument of a specific class. 

It is Arab women alone who can formulate the theory, the ideas and the 
modes of struggle needed to liberate themselves from all oppression. It is 
their efforts alone that can create a new Arab woman, alive with her own 
originality, capable of choosing what is most genuine and valuable in her 
qultural tradition, as well as assimilating the progress of science and modern 
thought. Conscious Arab women who no longer live under the illusion that 


freedom will come as a gi: 
the 

arduous 


e^Ss^ ]r.BFH§sibwea 
’■ _Aj 


to total emancipation. Such Arab women will not hesitate 
because they know that, if the price to pay for freedom is heavy, the price 
of slavery is even heavier. 


Nawal El Saadawi 

Cairo 

1979 
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Introduction 


Long years of medical practice in both urban and rural areas, and the men and 
women who day after day rang my door bell and stepped across the threshold 
of my home, carrying their load of psychological and sexual problems, have 
led me to write this book. 

Many are those who might think that this study will deal only with women 
I — their families, or children, or husbands — and the emotional and sexual 
stresses which face them in life. Traditionally studies dealing with women have 
occupied a place way down at the end of the list, because they were consid- 
| ered of a limited nature, dealing with a special group, and with problems that 
| are inevitably narrow in scope. For is not the world of women limited to. the 
| family, to children and to the home? And how can this small world compete 
with the great political and human issues of our time: freedom, justice, or the 
future of socialism, which sway our passions and thoughts? 

And yet any attempt to undertake an in-depth study of woman’s status in 
society, if freed from the attitude which considers her only as a means of 
reproduction, will lead inevitably to an examination of a much broader range 
oi issues related to all aspects of human life. It carries us into the realm of 
general concerns related to politics, or more precisely it becomes a political 
j cause of the first order intertwined with the never ending struggle for 
1 freedom and truth. 


For the ‘higher’ politics of any country are a construction built up of 
many small bricks, of details that weave themselves into the general pattern 
These details are the personal needs, problems and desires 6f individuals. The 
personal lives of people and their requirements are the directing and moti¬ 
vating force which are translated in the final analysis into a political will into 
policies, and into the politics of a country. This personal life obviously * 
includes the intricacies of sex, the relations between man and woman, and the 
relations of production and division of labour. Those who see fit to under¬ 
rate the problems of women, and of sex, ignore or do not understand the 
principles of politics , It is no longer possible to escape fhR . faet fhaf [he unde r- 
gvilege j^status of women, their relative backwardness, le ads tomiessentiaF^ 
backwardness in society a^a whole. 'ForHus'very r^onlTisli^^aty'fb'see"' 

■‘■ofMhe^strt^ 

- isrisrv -- 

emancipate 
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classes and groups in society both politically and sexually. 

Numerous are those who still d1 agged behind 
in the social development of our region, and who refuse to see the problems 
with which they are relentlessly assailed. Such an attitude, apart from its 
fundamental dishonesty, is a serious disservice to the cause of progress in the 
Arab countries. A sincere attachment to this cause requires that we expose 
our weaknesses rather than attempting to cover them up. This is necessary 
if we are to overcome them. 

During the past years a number of serious studies have been published, and 
have contributed to the unmasking, of many social ills that require a radical 
cure if Arab society is to attain real freedom in all fields of endeavour whether 
economic, political, human, or moral. Among tlie studies carried out by Arab 
scholars I would like to mention that of Halim Barakat published under the 
/title The River With No Embankments. He shows how Israel took advantage 
I of the ‘sexual sensitivities’ of traditionalist Palestinian Arabs to stir up the 
jj waves of emigration during the successive wars that were fought between the 
| years 1948 and 1967. Apart from aerial bombardment, one of the factors that 
' forced the Arabs to leave the West Bank of Jordan during the 1967 war was 
their desire to protect the ‘honour’ of their womenfolk. It is easy to under¬ 
stand therefore why some of the Arab militants insisted that the word A’ard 
(honour) be replaced in the Arab dictionary by the word Ard (meaning land).* 

It is thus that we come to realize the connection between a personal issue 
such as female virginity and a critically salient political event such as the 
migration of large groups of Arab refugees, which facilitated territorial 
occupation of their lands by Israel. This is only one example among many 
others which proves that importance should be given to the study of problems 
related to girls and women, and to the different aspects of sexual and moral 
relations in our society, by all those who have a genuine interest in the future 
of our countries. 

During the past years I have published a number of books in the Arab 
countries dealing with these questions. But among all these books, it is 
Woman and Sex which has aroused the widest interest among different 
sections of public opinion. The first edition was rapidly exhausted and since 
then several reprints have been necessary to meet a growing demand for the 
book. Shortly after it appeared, I realized that I was now sitting on the edge 
of a volcano, listening to its distant rumblings coming ever closer. And day by 
day the avalanche of letters, telephone calls and visits from young and old, 
men and women, grew steadily, most of them asking for a way out of prob¬ 
lems, most of them friendly or desperate, and a few, very few, menacing. 

I got used to the repeated rings of my door bell, to the dim form of letters 
behind the glass of the small wooden box, to the subdued call of the 
telephone, to the shy hesitant steps crossing the floor of my office or the hall 


*See the preface written by Sabha el Khalili to the volume, Woman and Sex, 
by Nawal el Saadawi published in Jerusalem by the Guy Printing Press 
(May 1974). 
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in my small suburban apartment. Some started to come even from neighbour¬ 
ing Arab countries. 

To those who came I opened my door, my thoughts and my heart. But as 
time went by I began to feel how heavy the burden had now become, how 
troubling the responsibility could he. For the problems of women and men in 
our society are without end, without solution unless a sustained and ever 
greater effort is made to lay bare our failings and to expose them right down 
to their root causes, their real causes in the political, social, economic, sexual 
and historical structures upon which our life has been built. Many letters 
demanded of me that I undertake these efforts and go further. For me this 
was a source of concern, but also a source of happiness and support. Now I 
had come to know more firmly than at any other time that the great majority 
of men and women in our society carry a thirst for greater knowledge and 
understanding, and a sharp hunger for further progress. 

However it was also natural that a small minority express their fear, or even 
panic, at words written by a pen sharp as a scalpel that cuts through tissue to 
expose the throbbing nerves and arteries embedded deep in a body. It was the 
panic of those accustomed to darkness, faced suddenly by a searching light. 
Some of the letters I received called upon me to refrain from publishing the 
facts and kno wledge which I had gathered with an impatient patience over 
I many years. Their call was like a hand raised to shield the eyes from an unex- 
' pected light. And another minority from among ‘those who wield power and 
j authority’ decided that I should be deprived of my job as Director of Health 
; Education in the Egyptian Ministry of Public Heal th and of my right to 
publish the magazine. Health , whose Board had chosen me as Editor-in-Chief. 

But such events, however painful they might be, have not and will not 
dampen my enthusiasm or slow down my efforts. My pen will continue to lay 
j bare the facts, clarify the issues, and identify what I believe is the truth. 

For I am firmly convinced that real harm only comes from an attempt to 
cover up the truth about ‘Women and Sex’, rather than searching for it and 
making it known. The truth sometimes shocks, or shakes the tranquillity of 
set ideas. But sometimes a good shake can awaken minds that rest in slumber, 
and open eyes to see what is really happening around them. 

There is no doubt that to write about women in Arab society, especially 
if the author is herself a woman, is to tread on difficult and sensitive areas. It 
Is like picking your way through territory heavy with visible and hidden mines. 
Almost every step might touch an electrified wire, a sanctified and sacred 
spot which is meant to be untouchable, a value that is not to be questioned 
because it is a part of the religious and moral structures that rear themselves 


up like heavy iron bars whenever questions related to women are raised and 
hands stretched out to set her free. 

Religion, in particular, is a we.a 


. , . .———■—^_lS!LB8edJiLtli»attionalist societies to j 

cut short, and. even cut down, the_efforts of researchers, .and seekefs after 7 
itTUth. IW c omejjy .seeinore..ai]d .inore^ckarly.riiat religion is most often 
“main nnr <l«v- M m - 
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are ru led. In this it serves the ^ameunturpose-asdujddiQiiL-^u_cat iorial, pol ice 

)atriar ch al famiiv. ^ 
oppression of women, 

/ Worn'. 

/ *.Tire trilogy composed of politics, religion and sex is the most sensitive of 

all issues in any society. This sensitivity is particularly acute in developing 
countries with a rural background and culture, and where feudal relations are 
predominant. The industrial, technol ogica l and scientific progress achieved in 
Europe played 3 fltl:i«M ; H 

neWdfflS.'mfiuence of^feuclalism ana"outdated values in the realmshi religion 
,®5 6 seJrThis‘process was only made possible through a bitter struggle agau^L: 
“tKTchurch. fheconflict was a reflection of the antagonism between tire * 
^fi^ffigTorceTof capitalism and those vested interests which were linked to the 
Middle Ages and the institutions of feudalism. As in all social conflicts, 
victims were sacrificed on the way, men and women of culture and intellect, 
some of whom were accused of defying the precepts of the church and burnt 
^ alive at the stake: men like Giordano Bruno, who proclaimed that the earth 
iJjti was sweeping the heavens in a continuous movement round the sun, or the 
ever famous Joan of Arc. But the day _cani&^tmJ&^ 

* victory of the new capitalist f o rces over the ch urch and its religipus.-le.ade^.^ 
Subinfthelngjc^^ economic 

f^fcfrTjpffirte l '.” ... * ■ 

’ sr -PSftheTife of people and their essential needs are dependent on economics, 
and not on religion. Throughout human history the standards and values of 
religion have themselves been shaped by the economy. The oppression of 
women in any society is in its turn an expression of an economic structure 
built on land ownership, systems of inheritance and parenthood, and the 
\ patriarchal family as an inbuilt social unit. Yet although human history has 
(proved time and again that the underprivileged position of women, and the 
oppression to which they have been exposed throughout most ages, are an 
] offshoot of the socio-economic system, many writers and analysts maintain, 
even today, that religion is the root cause. Tills is particularly true when 
Western sources deal with the situation of Arab women, and try to explain 
the problems that beset them as arising from the attitudes and values and 
(nature of Islam as compared with other religions. This belief is perhaps a 
result of an incomplete or biased understanding of Islam and of the role it 
has played in social change. It may even spring from a biased evaluation of 
[Islamic precepts and systems, or constitute an attempt to conceal the real 
pets and to cover up the vested economic interests of certain ruling classes 
who are closely linked to the forces of neo-colonialism. 

In some of the countries that constitute the Arab region, or come under 
the category of ‘Third World 5 , many local vested interests have co-operated 
with the forces of neo-colonialism in a continuous, carefully designed 
campaign that utilizes religion and its teachings to confuse, misgui de and 
misinform the people. The banners of religion have been utilized m one way 



4 


Introduction 


or another to pump more oil out of Saudi Arabia, to overthrow Mossadeq 
and restore the rule of the oil monopolies in Iran, to close down on Sukarno 
^and perpetrate mass murder on an unprecedented scale in Indonesia, to 
' crush Salvador Allende and establish a military dictatorship in Chile built on 
cannons, machine guns, prisons and the daily echo of heavy boots marching 
down the streets. Religion has played its role also in the assassination of 



on girls and women in non-Islamic societies in the form of the chastity belt, a 
sliield of steel locked around the lower belly, and in numerous forms of sup¬ 
pression and discrimination exercised over females ever since the patriarchal 
family came into being. 

Before the patriarchal family, which was built on land ownership, inheritance,^ 
patrilineal relations, and the oppression of slaves and women, arose, man wor- jf 
shipped both male and female gods. In many of the more ancient civilizations, 

Including that of Ancient Egypt, women occupied a special position in society andp'"' 1 
female gods ruled in many spheres. But as soon as the new economic systems and 't 
patriarchal family had become well entrenched, male gods enforced their mono- \ 
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\ poly in monotheistic religions. The ancient female gods disappeared, and the 
^functions of priesthood and prophecy became the exclusive domain of men. 

’ The emancipation of Arab women cannot be achieved unless the root 
causes of, and conditions leading to, oppression are swept away. Real emanci¬ 
pation can only mean freedom from all forms of exploitation whether 
economic, political, sexual or cultural. Economic emancipation alone is not 
sufficient. A socialist system where women work and receive equal pay to 
that of men does not necessarily lead to their complete emancipation, as long 
as the patriarchal family remains dominant and carries with it a whole train 
of consequences in the relationships between women and mer^Jpaj^ 
doubt that freedom from economic exploitation is an important contribution 

...... . — .._ - - - . -4 .m w— 

fsomraC'^ 




!^hgtlte?¥6m7rrd!tm^teal^ 


‘“womdff; and men also, may rea. 




Nawal El Saadawi 

Cairo 

1977 


rot 


PARTI 

The Mutilated Half 

1. The Question That 
No One Would Answer 

I was six years old that night when I lay in my bed, warm and peaceful in that 
pleasurable state which lies half way between wakefulness and sleep, with the 
rosy dreams of childhood flitting by, like gentle fairies in quick succession. I 
felt something move under the blankets, something like a huge hand, cold and 
rough, fumbling over my body, as though looking for something. Almost 
simultaneously another hand, as cold and as rough and as big as the first one, 
was clapped over my mouth, to prevent me from screaming. 

They carried me to the bathroom. I do not know how many of them there 
were, nor do I remember their faces, or whether they were men or women. 

The world to me seemed enveloped in a dark fog which prevented me from 
seeing. Or perhaps they put some kind of a cover over my eyes. All I remember 
is that I was frightened and that there were many of them, and that 
something like an iron grasp caught hold of my hand and my arms and my 
thighs, so that I became unable to resist or even to move. I also remember the 
icy touch of the bathroom tiles under my naked body, and unknown voices 
and humming sounds interrupted now and again by a rasping metallic sound 
which reminded me of the butcher when he used to sharpen his knife before 
slaughtering a sheep for the Eid 1 . 

My blood was frozen in my veins. It looked to me as though some thieves 
had broken into my room and kidnapped me from my bed. They were getting 
ready to cut my throat which was always what happened with disobedient 
girls like myself in the stories that my old rural grandmother was so fond of 
telling me. 

I strained my ears trying to catch the rasp of the metallic sound. The 
moment it ceased, it was as though my heart stopped beating with it. I was 
“Unable to see, and somehow my breathing seemed also to have stopped. Yet 
I imagined the thing that was making the rasping sound coming closer and 
oloser to me. Somehow it was not approaching my neck as I had expected but 
another part of my body. Somewhere below my belly, as though seeking 
something buried between my thighs. At that very moment I realized that my 
thighs had been pulled wide apart, and that each of my lower limbs was being 
held as far away from the other as possible, gripped by steel fingers that never 
relinquished their pressure. I felt that the rasping knife or blade was heading 
Straight down towards my throat. Then suddenly the sharp metallic edge 
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seemed to drop between my thighs and there cut off a piece of flesh from my 
body. 

I screamed with pain despite the tight hand held over my mouth, for the 
pain was not just a pain, it was like a searing flame that went through my 
whole body. After a few moments, I saw a red pool of blood around my hips. 

I did not know what they had cut off from my body, and I did not try to 
find out. I just wept, and called out to my mother for help. But the worst 
shock of all was when I looked around and found her standing by my side. Yes, 
it was her, I could not be mistaken, in flesh and blood, right in the midst of , 
these strangers, talking to them and.smiling at them, as though they had not 
participated in slaughtering her daughter just a few moments ago. 

They carried me to my bed. I saw them catch hold of my sister, who was 
two years younger, in exactly the same way they had caught hold of me a few 
minutes earlier. I cried out with all my might. No! No! I could see my sister’s ■ 
face held between the big rough hands. It had a deathly pallor and her wide 
black eyes met mine for a split second, a glance of dark terror which I can 
never forget. A moment later and she was gone, behind the door of the 
bathroom where I had just been. The look we exchanged seemed to say: ‘Now 
we know what it is. Now we know where lies our tragedy. We were born of a 
special sex, the female sex. We are destined in advance to Taste of misery, and 
to have a part of our body tom away by cold, unfeeling cruel hands.! 

My family was not an uneducated Egyptian family. On the contrary, both 
my parents had been fortunate enough to have a very good education, by the 
standards of those days. My father was a university graduate and that year 
(1937) had been appointed General Controller of Education for the Province 
of Menoufia in the Delta region to the North of Cairo. My mother had been 
taught in French schools by her father who was Director-General of Army 
Recruitment. Nevertheless, the custom of circumcising girls was very prevalent 
at the time, and no girl could escape having her clitoris amputated, irrespective 
of whether her family lived in a rural or an urban area. When I returned to 
school after having recovered from the operation, I asked my classmates and 
friends about what had happened to me, only to discover that all of them 
without exception, had been through the same experience, no matter what 
social class they came from (upper class, middle or lower-middle class). 

In rural'areas, among the poor peasant families, all the girls are circumcised 
as I later on found out from my relatives in Kafr Tahla. This custom is still 
very common in the villages, and even in the cities a large proportion of 
families believe it is necessary. However, the spread of education and a greater 
understanding among parents is making increasing numbers of fathers and 
mothers abstain from circumcising their daughters. 

Thednemory of circumcision continued to track me down like a nightmare. 

I had'a feeling of insecurity, of the unknown waiting for me at every step I 
took into the future/! did not even know if there were new surprises being 
stored up for me by my mother and father, or my grandmother, or the people 
around me(Society had made me feel, since the day that I opened my eyes on 
life, that I was a girl, and that the word Bint (girl) when pronounced by 
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anyone is almost always accompanied by a frown?) 

Even when I had grown up and graduated as a doctor in 1955,1 could not 
forget the Gainful incident that had made me lose my childhood once and for 
all, and that deprived me durin g my youth and for many years of marri ed 
life from enjoying'the fullnesTof my s?xuality'md’ TE?co mpl.eleness-of life 
that canmrdy~comeYrom~allmonnh^syclmio_gical equi libriu i^Thghtmares of 
a similar nahxre Mlomhln^thfou^bih the yearsp^specialiy during the 
period when I was working as a medical doctor in the rural areas. There I 
very often had to treat young girls who had come to the out-patients clinic 
bleeding profusely after a circumcisiofj^Many of them used to lose their Eves 


as a result of the inhuman and primitive way in which the operation, savage 
enough in itself, was performed. Others were afflicted with acute or chronic 
infections from which they sometimes suffered for the rest of their days. 

And most of them, if not all, became the victims later on of sexual or mental 
distortions as a result of this experience.) 

My profession led me, at one stage, to examine patients coming from 
various Arab countries. Among them were Sudanese women. I was horrified 
to observe that the Sudanese girlundergoes an operation for circumcision 
whichis-'ten-timeSTTTore cfuelTfian that to which Egyptian gi rls are .subjected. 
Jft Egypfit iY'dMyHhe-elit-oris''which.'is amputated, and usually not completely. 
But in tEeSudan , the operation con sists in the complete removal of all the I 


external genital organs. JjThey cut off the clitoris, the two major outer lips \ 
(labia majora ) and the two minor inner lips (labia minora ). Then the wound J 
Is repaired. The outer opening of the vagina is the only portion left intact, no y 
however without having ensured that, during the process of repairing, some ; 
narrowing of the opening is carried out with a few extra stitches. The result is \ 
that on the marriage night ft is necessary to widen the external opening by 
slitting one or both ends with a sharp scalpel or razor so that the male organ / 
can be introduced. When a Sudanese woman is divorced, the external opening ^ 
Is narrowed once more to ensure that she cannot have sexual relations. If she - 


remarries, widening is done again. 

My feeling of anger and rebellion used to mount up as I listened to these 
women explaining to me what happens during the circumcision of a Sudanese 
girl. My anger grew tenfold when in 1969 I paid a visit to the Sudan only to 
discover that the practice of circumcision was unabated, whether in rural areas, 
or even in the cities and towns. 

Despite my medical upbringing and my education, in those days I was not 
able to understand why girls were made to undergo this barbaric procedure. 
Time and again I asked myself the question: ‘Why? Why?’ But I could never 
get an answer to this question which was becoming more and more insistent, 
just as I was never able to get an answer to the questions that raced around 
In my mind the day that both my sister and I were circumcised. 

This question somehow seemed to be linked to other tilings that puzzled 
me. Why did they favour my brother as regards food, and the freedom to go 
out of the house? Why was he treated better than I was in all these matters? 
Why could my brother laugh at the top of his voice, move his legs 
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freely, run and play as much as he wished, whereas I was not supposed to 
look into people’s eyes directly, but was meant to drop my glance whenever 
I was confronted with someone? If I laughed, I was expected to keep my 
voice so low that people could hardly hear me, or better, confine myself to 
smiling timidly. When I played, my legs were not supposed to move freely, 
but had to be kept politely together. My duties were primarily to help in 
cleaning the house and cooking, in addition to studying since I was at school. 
The brothers however, the boys, were not expected to do anything but study, 

My family was educated and therefore differentiation between the boys 
and girls, especially as my father was himself a teacher, never reached the 
extent which is so common in other families. I used to feel very sorry for my 
young girl relatives when they were forced out of school in order to get 
married to an old man just because he happened to own some land, or when 
their younger brothers would humiliate and beat them for no reason at all, 
except that as boys they could afford to act superior to their sisters. 

My brother tried to dominate me, in turn, but my father was a broad¬ 
minded man and tried as best he could to treat Iris children without discrim¬ 
inating between the boys and the girls. My mother, also, used to say that a 
girl is equal to a boy, but I used to feel that in practice this was often not the 
case. 

Whenever this differentiation occurred I used to rebel, sometimes violently, 
and would ask my mother and father why it was that my brother was accorded 
privileges that were not given to me, despite the fact that I was doing better 
than him at school. My father and mother, however, never had any answer to 
give me except: ‘It is so .. I would retort: ‘Wiry should it be so?’ And back 
would come the answer again, unchanged: ‘Because it is so .,..’ If I was in an 
obstinate mood, I would repeat the question again. Then, at the end of their 
patience, they would say almost in the same voice: Tie is a boy, and you are 
a girl.’ 

Perhaps they thought that this answer would be enough to convince me, or 
at least to keep me quiet. But on the contrary it always made me persist more 
than ever, I would ask: ‘What is the difference between a boy and a girl?’ 

At this point my old grandmother, who very often paid us a visit, would 
intervene in the discussion, which she always described as being an ‘infringe¬ 
ment of good manners’, and scold me sharply: ‘I have never in all my life seen 
a girl with such a long tongue as you. Of course you are not like your brother. 
Your brother is a boy, a boy, do you hear? I wish you had been born a boy 
like him!’ 

No one in the family was ever able to give me a convincing answer to my 
question. So the question continued to turn around restlessly in my mind, and 
would jump to the forefront every time something happened that would 
emphasize the fact that the male is treated everywhere and at all times as 
though he belongs to a species which is superior to that of the female. 

When I started to go to school, I noticed that the teachers would write my 
father’s name on my notebooks, but never that of my mother. So I asked 
my mother why, and again she answered, ‘It is so.’ My father, however, 
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explained that children are named after their father, and when I sought to 
find out the reason he repeated the phrase that I knew well by now: ‘It is so.’ 

I summoned up all my courage and said: ‘Why is it so?’ But tills time I could 
see from my father’s face that he really did not know the answer. I never 
asked him the question again, except later on when my search for the truth 
led me to ask him many other questions, and to talk to him about many 
other things that I was discovering on the way. 

However from that day onwards I realized that I had to find my own 
answer to the question that no one would answer. From that day also extends 
the long path that has led to this book. 


References 

1 . Eid is a four day festival which follows the month of fasting (Ramadan) 
among Muslims. It is an occasion of great festivities. Another Eid is that 
celebrated about one and a half months later, Eid El Adha } the Festival 
of Sacrifice, in which a sheep or lamb is sacrificed. This is a repetition 
of Abraham’s sacrifice of a lamb in place of his son. 
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2. Sexual Aggression 

Against the Female Child 


All children who are bom healthy and normal feel that they are complete 
human beings. This, however, is not so for the female child. 

From the moment she is bom and even before she learns to pronounce 
words, the way people look at her, the expression in their eyes, and their 
glances somehow indicate that she was bom ‘incomplete 5 or ‘with something 
missing 5 . From the day of her birth to the moment of death, a question will 
continue to haunt her: ‘Why? 5 Why is it that preference is given to her 
brother, despite the fact that they are the same, or that she may even be 
superior to him in many ways, or at least in some aspects? 

Thejirstigg^siomexperienced by the female child in society is the feeling 
that people do not welcome her coming~into th e world. In some families' and 
espeGi-aliy"in ruraTareas, this ‘coldness 5 may go even further, and become an 
^atmosphere of depression and sadness, or even lead to the punishment of the 
yhother with insults or blows or even divorce. As a child, I saw one of my 
paternal aunts being submitted to resounding slaps on her face because she 







V 


had given birth to a third daughter rather than a male child, and I overheard 
her husband threatening her with divorce if she ever gave birth to a female 
child again instead of giving him a son. 1 The fattier so hated this child that 
he used to insult his wife if she used to care for her, or even just feed her 
sufficiently. The baby died before she had completed forty days of her life, 
and I do not know whether she died of neglect, or whether the mother 
smothered her to death in order to ‘have peace and give peace 5 , as we say in 
our country. 



The rat e of in fant ile mortality remains v ery, high in rural areas, and overall 
in most Arab countries, as a result of the low standards of living and education. 
But the propor tion is much higher in fe male children than it is in males, and 
tliis'ls^o^nlcluert tnrgglecfTl lowever the situation is’~im'prqyifrg~as a result of 
better econ omic and ed ue a tionalTtandafds^ "and the disparity in infantile 
mortality rates b etween fem ale~ancfmales is rapidly d isap pearing.. ' - 

A female child may be met wth'muchTess gloom and more human feelings 
if bom into an educated Arab family living in a city. Nevertheless, from the 
moment she starts to crawl or stand on her two feet, she isjaughtjhal her 
sexnalmTgans~~are_s.ornethiiig toj ear and sh ould be treated with caution, 
esp.eGially-the-part-t-hat-much later in l i£e^he..b.egms fQ±now asThe-hvmen. 
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i 

female children are therefore brought up in an atmosphere that is full of 
warning and fear when it comes to exposing or touching their sexual parts:> 

No sooner does the hand of a female child fumble over her sexual organs in 
those exploratory movements that are normal and healthy in all children, 
since it is their way to knowledge, than it will be exposed immediately to a 
short, sharp tap or blow from the watchful fingers or hand of the mother, 
and sometimes the father. The child might even be taken unawares by a slap 
on the face, but the more reasonable of parents may limit themselves to a 
quick warning or a stem word. 

The education that a female child receives in Arab society is a series of 
continuous warnings about tilings that are supposed to be harmful, forbidden,, 
shameful or outlawed by relisdo n/The child therefore is tr ained to su ppress i 
her o.wn.desires, to empty herselfoT^hientic, origin a hwants ^an dvosK es 
linked to her ownlerf!^d^fo"Mi:lF^Wcum ^ignisuITs^hOhe desires of 
omersTEducation of female childr en is t herefore transformed into .a slow ' 

process ofanniEilatibn, a gradu al tln ottling-oEhex-p^rsonality and mind, | 
leaving infacFonly the outsidelhelh the body, a lifeless mould of muscle anfc 
bone and b].oM tlTat-move's'like"rwoujid up rabberdolkv- v 

A girl who has lost her personality, her capacity to think independently 
and to use her own mind, y/ill do what others have told her and will become 
a toy in their hands and a victim of their decisions. 

Now who are these others we are talking about? They are the males in 
her family, and sometimes males outside the family who happen to come in 
contact with her atone or other stage of life. These males who are of different 
ages, extending from childhood to old age, and who may be of different 
backgrounds, have one thing in common. They are also victims of a society 
that segregates the sexes,, and that considers sex a sin and a shame which can 
only be practised within the framework of an official marriage contract. 

Apart from this permitted avenue for sexual relations, society forbids ado¬ 
lescents and young men to practise sex in any form, other than that of 
nocturnal emissions. This is almost word for word what is taught to adolescents 
In Egyptian secondary schools, under a chapter entitled ‘Customs and Tradit¬ 
ions 5 . 3 It is also mentioned that masturbation is forbidden because it is harm¬ 
ful and, more precisely, as harmful as practising sex with prostitutes. 4 Young 
men therefore have no alternative but to wait until they have accumulated 
sufficient money in their pockets to permit them to marry according to 
Allah’s directives and those of the Prophet. 

Since, however, the accumulation of some money in the pockets of a 
young man, whether the sum be relatively big or small, takes a certain number 
of years spent in education and work, especially in cities, the age of marriage 
*.. there has gone up considerably as compared to rural areas. The sons or 

daughters of the more affluent sections can of course get married earlier, but 
tliis rarely happens. For other people, the inhibiting factors — apart from 
education and employment — are the steep rise in the cost of living, an 
extreme scarcity of housing, and exorbitant rents. The result is an increasing 
number of young men who are unable to get married for economic reasons, 
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and a growing gap therefore between their biological maturity and sexual 
needs on the one hand, and their economic maturity and chances of marriage 
on the other. This gap, on average, is not less than a span often years. A 
question therefore arises. How are young men supposed to satisfy their 
natural sexual needs during this period in a society which warns against 
masturbation and forbids its practice as being harmful to them physically and 
mentally, and which also does not allow sexual relations with prostitutes 
because of the dangers to health, especially with the rapid spread in venereal 
diseases since prostitution has been made illegal in many Arab countries. In 
addition the price of a session with a prostitute has now become prohibitive 
for the vast majority of young men. Sexual relations outside marriage and 
homosexuality both being severely condemned by society, young people are 
left with absolutely no solution. 

The only female whom a young boy or man can probably find within easy 
reach is therefore his young sister. In most homes she will be sleeping in the 
adjoining bed, or even by his side in the same bed. His hand will start touching 
her while she is asleep, or even awake. In any case it does not make much 
difference since, even when awake, she cannot stand up to her elder brother 
because of fear of his authority which is consecrated by custom and law, or 
fear of the family, or as a result of a deep-seated feeling of guilt arising from 
the fact that she may be experiencing some pleasure under the touches of his 
hand, or because she is only a child, not able to understand exactly what is 
happening to her. 

Most female children are exposed to incidents of this type. They may be 
exactly similar, or very different, according to circumstances. The male in 
question may be the brother, the cousin, the paternal uncle, the maternal 
uncle, the grandfather or even the father. If not a family member, he may be 
the guardian or porter of the house, tire teacher, the neighbour’s son, or any 
other man. 

These incidents of sexual assault may take place without any force being' 
used. If the girl however is grown up she may resist, in which case the aggress¬ 
or has recourse either to a mixture of tenderness and deceit, or to his physical 
strength. In most cases the girl surrenders and is afraid to complain to anyone, 
since, if there is any punishment to be meted out, it will always end up by 
being inflicted on her. It is she alone who loses her honour and virginity. The 
man never loses anything; and tire severest punishment he can expect (if he is 
not a member of the family) is to be obliged to marry the girl. 

Most people think that such incidents are rare or unusual. The truth of the 
matter is that they are frequent, but remain hidden, stored up in the secret 
recesses of the female child’s self, since she dare not tell anyone of what has 
happened to her; neither will the man ever think of admitting what he has 
done. 

Since these sexual aggressions usually happen to children or young girls, 
they are forgotten through the process known as ‘infantile amnesia’. The 
human memory has a natural capacity to forget what it wishes to forget, 
especially if related to painful incidents or accompanied by a feeling of guilt 
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or regret. This is particularly true of certain happenings that have occurred in 
childhood, and which have not been discovered by anyone. But this amnesia is 
never complete in most cases since something of it remains buried in the 
subconscious, and may come to the surface for one reason or another, or 
during a mental or moral crisis. 
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3. The Grandfather With 
Bad Manners 


The numerous cases which I saw in my clinic made me decide to devote a 
good part of my life to the task of unmasking the double face of the society 
in which we live, a society which preaches virtue and morality in the open, 
and practises something very different in secret. 

Since I am a medical doctor my work has taught me to undress the patient 
before examining him or her if the malady is physical, or to remove all the 
masks with which people cover their real selves if the illness or disturbance is 
mental. 

In both situations, when the body becomes naked or when the self is 
unveiled and exposed, the person concerned is seized with panic. That i? why 
most people refuse to be undressed, either physically or mentally, and quickly 
pull up the bedclothes over their bodies or rearrange their public mask, hoping 
thereby to stop people from seeing who they really are, and to keep their 
real being hidden in the deep and labyrinthine recesses of the self. However 
this hope, this attempt to hide the real self, is often impossible. For truth, 
though it may be buried in distant depths, remains living. Its breathing is 
perceptible as long as the human being remains alive and drawing breath. The 
truth may suddenly stick out its head like a worm buried in the earth, at a 
moment when the person is off guard. Human beings are very often off their 
guard, no matter how careful they are, as happens in moments of anger, s 
passion or fear. In these moments they forget to don their mask quickly 
enough, and discerning eyes can get a clear vision of what is underneath. 

This is particularly the case when a person is ill, for he or she then becomes 
incapable of maintaining the mask in place. It has to come down, and the ,• 
body and soul laid bare. The loss of clothing, of the mask, of the veil, of the 
fig leaf, the nakedness of the body and the self, now becomes much less 
threatening than the dangers of disease. Now health, and life must be 
preserved at any cost. 

One of the cases that I remember is that of a tall girl with wandering 
thoughtful eyes. She was complaining of various physical and mental pains. 

I do not propose to go into the details of her malady, but her story has 
remained vivid in my memory. She told it to me, one cold winter night, as we 
sat with shutters drawn and the heater on in my sitting room. 

*1 remember that I was five years old when my mother used to take me to 


16 


The Grandfather with Bad Manners 


visit her family. They lived in a big rambling house in the district of Zeitoun 
near Heliolopolis [in Cairo]. 

‘My mother used to spend the time talking and laughing with her mother 
and sisters while I played with the children of the family. The house was full 
with the merry clamour of voices until the moment when the door bell rang, 
announcing the arrival of my grandfather. Immediately voices became hushed, 
my mother would speak in low tones, and the children would disappear. My 
grandmother then tiptoed to my grandfather’s room where she would help 
him to remove his clothes and shoes, standing in front of him silently with 
lowered head. 

‘like the rest of the family, whether elders or children, I feared my grand¬ 
father and never played or laughed in his presence. But after lunch, while the 
older people were having their siesta, he would call me in a voice that was a 
little less harsh than usual: ‘Come, let us pick some flowers from the garden.’ 

‘When we reached the far corner of the garden, his voice would become as 
gentle as that of my grandmother, and he would ask me to sit by his side on 
the wooden bench, facing the bed of roses. He would hand me a few red and 
yellow flowers and when I became engrossed in their petals and colours, seat 
me on Iris lap, and start caressing me or singing to me until I closed my eyes 
like one going to sleep. But I never fell asleep, because each time I could feel 
Iris hand creeping tenderly and stealthily under my clothes, and his finger 
disappearing to a hidden spot under my knickers. 

‘I was only five years old, but somehow I realized that what my grand¬ 
father was doing was wrong and immoral, and that if my mother found out, 
she would be angry with me and would scold me. I understood vaguely that 
I probably should have jumped off my grandfather’s knees and refused to go 
with him into the garden when he called me. 

‘Other ideas occurred to me. Even though only five years old, the feeling 
that I was not a well-mannered child grew on me, for I used to remain seated 
on his knees instead of jumping off. Furthermore I derived some pleasure 
from the movements of his hand beneath my underclothes. When he heard 
my mother’s voice calling me, he would hastily draw away his hand, shake me 
as though he was waking me up from my sleep, and say: “Your mother is 
calling you.” I used to open my eyes as though waking from sleep and run to 
my mother with the open face that a small child of five is wont to have. She 
would ask me: “Where were you?” And I would answer with the innocent 
tones of a child: “With grandfather in the garden.” 

‘She would feel relaxed and secure the moment she learnt that I had been 
with my grandfather in the garden. She used to caution me against going 
down into the garden alone, and never tired of repeating her warnings about 
“that man”, the gardener, who wore a flowing robe and used to spray water 
over the flowers, which led me to fear not only the gardener but even the 
water drops that used to fill the air from his can. 

‘ Once my grandfather had climbed the stairs back into the house, he would 
put on his usual personality once more, the personality that all feared including 
myself. The yellow prayer beads would start slipping through Ms fingers. In 
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my imagination I almost came to believe that the grandfather that used to 
caress me in the garden was not the grandfather who sat at the table, and 
whom I feared. Sometimes I even used to think I had two grandfathers. 

‘When I was ten years old, my grandfather died. I was not sad at his death, 
and on the contrary felt a strange obscure happiness and ran around skipping 
and playing and laughing with the children. But my mother scolded me and 
locked me up in the house with the words: “Do you not know that your 
grandfather died? Have you got no manners?” 

‘I was on the point of asking her: “Did my grandfather know what it meant 
to have good manners?”, but I did not have the courage to do it, so I kept 
quiet and the secret remained locked in my heart. This is the first time, 

Doctor, that I am telling the story to anyone.’ 

I have not given a complete account of what the woman told me on that 
night many years ago. She only opened her heart to me when she felt sure that I 
would not think of passing a moral judgement on her. Many of the girls and 
women who came to my clinic were hesitant at the beginning, to unveil the 
secrets they kept hidden within themselves. But once confidence and trust 
were established, they would gradually start to lighten themselves of many of 
the painful things they had carried with them for years. 
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i Lv. ' 

The number of incidents of this kind that come to light is only a very small > 0 
proportion as compared with the number that actually occur. Hie child or ^ ' 

young.girllocks iier secret up within hersel f out of fea r or sham eTEverrifshe 
says something, or if the man is caught at the "actual moment of sexual 
aggression, the family will hush up what has happened and refuse to go to a 
court of law, in order to preserve the honour of the family and its reputation 
intact. 

The reputation and standing of a family may be irrevocably lost if one of 
the daughters loses her hymen prematurely, even though a victim of rape. This 
is why an incident of rape is kept a close secret and rarely divulged, thus i 

enabling the aggressor to escape scot free. The real criminal remains safe, out 
of reach, protected from the hands of the law, whereas the victim who loses 
her virginity, the girl who loses her hymen - for whatever reason, even as a 
result of rape, or at any age, even that of early childhood - is doomed to lose , 
her honour for life. Hmh^^MilPilPUI.anl onp^loj^^canmever be ^ 
replaced. 'i 


It is a well known fact that in our society young girls are often exposed to 
various degrees of rape. Even female children below the age of seven years are 
frequently the victims of an unexpected or unrecognized aggression from 
grown-up men and youths, who are often members of the family, such as the 
brother, the uncle or even the father, or from a servant or porter in the 
building. 

The tragedy inherent in such incidents is intensified by the fact that the 
male aggressor not only refrains from protecting his young victim, but is 
sometimes actually a party to whatever punishment is meted out to her, or 
even the hand that is raised against her in execution. It is thus that he tries to 
evade the eyes of suspicion and appear as the protector of the family honour. 
Such sad incidents are quite common and are brought to the attention of 
researchers and writers despite attempts to hush them up. 

I personally have come across a number of heart-rending stories. One of the 
most gruesome is that of the uncle who was strongly attracted to his brother’s 
daughter and had sexual relations with her. When the fact became known, the 
two brothers conspired together and poisoned the young girl to forestall the 
shame that threatened the family honour, were it to become known that she 
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The/Hidden Face of Eve 
, had lost her virginity. 

/ Most of the crimes related to such matters remain a closely guarded secret 
and rarely come to the notice of the police or the courts of justice. Even when 
brought before a tribunal, the judges often decide to close the case in an 
attempt to protect the reputation of the victim and her family. As a result the 
aggressor is safe. In some cases he is prevailed upon to marry the girl as the 
‘best way out of a delicate situation’. It is not uncommon to meet with 
similar cases in schools frequented exclusively by girls. The culprit is then one 
of the male teachers, and the solution arrived at is usually restricted to his 
being transferred to another school or a distant area. 

I remember an incident involving a teacher who sexually assaulted nine 
female school children whose ages ranged from seven to twelve years. The 
case appeared before the courts but the judges decided to suspend the pro¬ 
ceedings in order to avoid the scandal that would inevitably have involved a 
number of families. The accused was merely transferred from his profession 
to a job of a different nature, 2 

The decision to close the case ran as follows: 


Despite the fact that all the evidence goes to show that the accused was 
guilty, which would normally necessitate that he be indicted and sentenced 
for having committed rape on a number of young female children, the 
court has decided to close the case, A number of the victims are very young 
in age, and should not be brought before a criminal court to bear witness. 
The counsel for the prosecution is indeed sorry that he is obliged to request 
the closure of the case against the accused, and to limit his demands to 
transferring him from his job of teaching in a girls’ school to another job. 

In the question of rape Tunisia has moved ahead with its legislation much 
more rapidly than other Arab countries. The legislation related to rape has 
been considerably modified. Proceedings against the accused, however, are 
still dropped if he agrees to marry the victim. 3 

111 *973 I began a research study in the College of Medicine, Ein Shams 
University, Cairo. 4 The study covered 160 Egyptian girls and women, drawn 
from different social categories including educated and uneducated fapplies. 
One of the findings of the research showed that sexual aggression by grown¬ 
up men on female children or young girls is a common occurrence. The per¬ 
centage in uneducated families is as high as 45% and drops in educated families 
to 33.7%, which is not a low figure since it means that one-third even of these 
children were exposed to such aggression. This proportion is higher than that 
elicited by a similar study carried out by Kinsey in the United States in 1953 
where the figure was 24%. 

It is very difficult to compare these two studies for several reasons, 
including the time gap of some twenty-five years, the wide differences between 
the two societies and the circumstances of the groups that were studied in 
Egypt and the USA, the variations in approach and methodology etc. 

But what can be said without hesitation, on the basis of the figures obtained 
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in both research studies, is that incidents of this nature are very widespread. 
This completely contradicts the common view upheld by those who prefer to 
bury their heads in the sand and say that no such thing occurs and that, even 
If it does, it is extremely rare. I differ very strongly with such ideas and main¬ 
tain on the. contraryUhat such nT5idents-are,a..feature-o£-all-societies7including 
Arab societies. They are'liH'aTmffequent as manypeople insist, especially if 
we keep ininind that in most cases whatever occurs is kept a close secret by 
all concerned. 

On the basis of my experience as a woman who has tried to open her mind 
and heart to people’s problems, I ca n say w ithout risk of exaggeration that 
many g irls in our society are^exposed Uumig their chil'dlmorifd differenTKihds 
of sexual aggression, extemdingTroiELcaress.es. arid love^a"y :with-the..hands. to 
complete_sexu-alTh.teiOTarsemA-female child may lose her virginity without 
realizing it. She ehds up by forgetting what has happened, or remembering 
It only as a frightful dream or nightmare that torments her and erodes her 
mental health throughout her life. This is the case if she escapes the punish¬ 
ment that waits, ready to pounce on her when she grows up, and the husband 
or parents discover that she is not virgin on the marriage night. 

During my research I spent some time in the Department of Forensic 
Medicine at the Ministry of Justice. One of tire researchers read to me excerpts 
from a register dealing with various forms of sexual aggression committed 
against female children and girls. For example, a teacher in a girls 5 school had 
one degree or another of sexual relations with all the girls in his class. With 
some of them he had limited himself to caresses, but with others he had had 
complete sexual relations. She also drew my attention to the story of a 
mother who one day came to her in a state of panic, saying that her daughter, 
who was three years of age, had been sexually assaulted by the porter of the 
apartment building in which they were living. He was carrying the child and 
fondling her, and had used his finger to touch her private parts. 

During my visits to the asylums in Cairo, I asked to see the records of some 
of the cases of rape where the patient was diagnosed as suffering from a mental 
disease. The records revealed a strange aspect of the situation. Most of the 
patients were either students in religious ins titutes or people who were teaching 
religion in schools. One of them who was in tears throughout the interview 
said to me: 

I am deeply religious and I am an honourable man. I never practised 
masturbation in my life, and I-hide my face when confronted by a girl, so 
that my ablutions remain pure. This was the first mistake hi my life, and it 
was bad luck that brought it to light. All human beings make mistakes. No 
one is perfect except Allah, whose name be praised and raised to the 
heavens. 

A young man among the patients of the ward who had collected around me, 
whispered in my ear: 
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Allah is merciful and compassionate. But people have no pity. Take my 
case as an example. I was sitting under a tree in the field, and a small girl 
came up to me and started playing with me. I put my finger there without 
meaning any harm. She did not scream; on the contrary she seemed to be 
happy at what I was doing. But they saw me. People collected around and 
beat me up. Then they accused me of rape, and brought me to this place. 

Among the cases that I examined during my research study on women and 
neurosis was that of a young female doctor who had just graduated. She had 
been engaged and then married to one of her colleagues. On the marriage night 
her husband discovered that she was not a virgin. She explained to him that 
she had lost her virginity while still a child and that her father was the culprit. 
But her husband was unable to take the shock in his stride and divorced her. 

Hie young woman returned to her parents’ home. She was unable to tell her 
mother the truth out of fear for the father. The good woman accused her of 
being perverted and the father zealously joined in, heaping blame upon his 
daughter. The girl, at her wits’ end, wept and finally confessed to her mother 
all that had happened. In turn the poor woman, exposed to the terrible shock of 
finding out what her husband had done, almost collapsed. The father, however, 
accused his daughter of lying and beat her savagely. She was seized with a 
nervous breakdown which the father used to his advantage. He accused the girl 
of being insane and sent her off to a hospital for mental disease. The psychia¬ 
trist in charge of the case put his trust in the father’s story and refused to 
believe the girl. The result was that she ended up by losing not only her 
integrity and honour, the man who was her husband, and her whole future, 
but also her reason, since for some people at least she was now considered 
mentally unbalanced. 

An almost unending stream of incidents, stories and cases have been brought 

to my notice over the years. Some of them have faded in my memory with 

time, but others remain vivid. And still others I have kept in records and files, 

like the woman who was sexually assaulted by her uncle when she was still a 

child. He pounced upon her near the chicken coop the family had built on the 

roof top, and trembling with fear she submitted to his caresses. But the 

incident remained a secret for life. When the man died, she had grown up. No 

visible signs of sorrow could be seen on her face and she refused to go into 

mourning or wear black despite her mother’s injunctions and admonitions. 

Her mother beat her and insisted that she was abnormal, and the father added 

his blows to those of the mother and accused her of being mad. However, she 

was more fortunate than other women in her situation might have been. She 

was not packed off to an asylum, nor did her husband discover that she was 

not a virgin when the day for her to get married came along. She was wise 

enough at lea st t o have repaired the damage that ha djjeen.done to her 

~~~~ 

If sexual assaults on young girls hid female children are frequent, it is 
natural 'that the stratagems necessary to conceal the loss of virginity should 
also be practised quite often. The methods used may be either a surgical repair 
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of the hymen, or a simulation of the blood that spurts out during defloration. 
The most unfortunate of women are of course those girls who lack the 
material means to undergo an operation, or are not experienced enough to 
put on some comedy on the marriage night. One of the most numerous cate¬ 
gories of poor girls are the domestic servants who are usually of rural origin. 
They leave their native villages for the towns and cities in search of a job, 
usually as servants in the houses of middle and upper class families. These girls 
become the only sexual object available to the young males, and sometimes 
even the elder males, in the family. The adolescent boys find them much more 
suitable to their needs than a sister, cousin or female student at school or in 
college. The boys are less liable to feel guilty if sex is practised with a servant 
girl, and in addition they are not doing wrong to somebody of their own 
class, but to a creature who is socially very much their inferior. In addition, 
she is preferable to a prostitute since sex with her is free of charge and does 
not threaten them with the chances of venereal disease. 

The head of the family - the respected husband and father - may in his 
turn creep to the bed of the maidservant during his wife’s illness or when she 
Is away from the house, or during the periods of her menstrual cycle and 
pregnancy. Or his wife may be neither absent, nor pregnant, nor menstru¬ 
ating but only sexually frigid. In fact most wives are frigid because of their 
upbringing and the sexual and physical suppression to which they are . 
exposed since childhood, or because of the lack of real love and affection or 
at least of understanding and refined treatment between husband and wife. 
Most marriages are contracted for economic reasons, which in itself is 
sufficient to explain why there is rarely any genuine feeling between the 
couple. If we add _t.o this the pn tr-iar&hal-nature- o^ 
acting a sffinTsumi rn^^ is < 

charrceToZZwi^-emBtlonal"anfiT ) 'lffhdalTelation:ship''t-0'‘dCvelop. 

The small maidservant, therefore, is the only remaining ‘sex avenue’ for the 
hungry males that are panting with the thirst of sexual frustration, and lying 

in wait for any chance or hope of satisfying it. 

When I was working in my clinic as a physician, first in Benha and later in 
Giza, 6 or in the different general hospitals where I spent years practising my 
profession, I very often came across the small maidservant whose age usually 
did not exceed fifteen or sixteen years, and yet whose belly was already 

swollen with an illegitimate pregnancy. 

This child becomes in the eyes of society an unmarried woman, pregnant 
with child, or in other words a fallen depraved girl, devoid of virtue or honour. 
She faces the world alone and her life may terminate in suicide, or in a 
murder committed by her father or another male member of the family. 
Alternatively she may die during an abortion carried out by one of the 
primitive rural methods so often resorted to despite all.its dangers. If she ^ 
survives the abortion, she is liable to be prosecuted legally since abortion is 
not permitted by the law, and if she has to bring up her child, life becomes an 
interminable, long drawn out source of humiliation and misery. 

On the other hand the master of the house, the dignified son of the family 
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the respected husband highly admired by those who know him, the pillar of 
society, who in the dark of night swooped over the defenceless body and lay 
with it, in other words the man, remains safe, unsullied, and continues to 
e nijoy his life in dignity and honour, well out of the reaches of a law which 
is in reality unlawful and a justice which is. unjust. It is sometimes thought 
that incidents of this nature are rare. But researchers and specialists who are 
interested in the life, of women and young girls know that this is very far from 
! the truth. For a segregated society with strict separation between the sexes 
creates widespread sexual frustration and suppression. One of the few ways in 
which desire can find its expression, especially in the absence of natural relat¬ 
ions between boys and girls, and between men and women, is by seeking 
channels within the family to which such opportunities are restricted. The 
most vulnerable family members are young female children and girls who, 
through ignorance, fear and submission to authority, do not dare to protest, 
no matter what may befall them. This is particularly true of the poorer social 
classes where promiscuity is a common phenomenon due to severe over¬ 
crowding. A family of eight to ten members often lives in a single room; the 
mother, the father, the brothers and sisters and often other members of the 
family live almost ‘body to body’ and this situation leads to numerous prob¬ 
lems of a sexual nature. 


References 

1. El Akhbar, daily newspaper, 10 May 1972. 

2. Akhbar El Yom, daily newspaper, 23 February 1974. 

3 - Tunisian law No. 21, promulgated on 27 March 1969, amending 

Article 227 of the Criminal Code, No. 12, 25-28 March 1969, p.369: 

‘A man who has sexual intercourse with a girl whose age is less than 15 
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5. These constitute the majority of women members of the active labour 
force employed in the ‘services’ sector. Their percentage in this sector 
is 89.3%. See Al Mara’a Al Misriafi Eishreen Aaman 1952-1972, . 
Markaz El Abhath wal Dirasat Al Soukaneya — Al GihazEl Markazi 
Lilta’abia wal Ihsa’a. 

Benha is a small city 30 miles north of Cairo and, Giza is a province 
adjoining Cairo on its southern side. 


5. The Very Fine Membrane 
Called ‘Honour’ 


Every female A rab c hild,.even today, must possess that very fine.membrane 
called a hymenfwhich is considered one of the most essential, if not the 
most-essential, part of her body. However, the mere existence of the hymen 
Is not-in itself sufficient. This fine membrane must be capable of bleeding 
profusely, ..of letting out red blood that can be seen as a visible stain on a 
white bed sheet the night a young girl is married. 

‘Nojgrl can be more unfortunate than she whom nature has en dowed with 
an elastic hymen, capabl e of widen ing and stretchingatThe moment'when 
the man’s finger or his sexual organ penetrates upwards in the vagina" for such 

a hymen will not bleed71Sr 6~'gif].'~c’an suffer a worse late than she wEom ha Tufe". 

has forgotten To" provide with a hymen, or whos e hymen is so delic ate t hat i t 
is torn axvax^'airdTostW repe ated'ridin g o n a bicycle or a~horse, or by 
masturbation, o r by on e oXthosQ..minor.accidents that happen so often in 
childhood. No human being can know greater misery and humiliafroh'tKah'a ’ 
girl whose hymen is thick, deprived of an orifice, and elastic. For then neither 
the male finger nor the man’s penis can draw blood as it pushes the hymen 
before it like a rubber membrane. 

One day, when I still had my clinic in Benha, I was confronted with a case 
of the latter type. My ‘patient’ was a young girl, about sixteen years old, pale 
and so thin that she looked as though she had barely passed the age of twelve. 

It appeared to me as though undernourishment had prevented her body from 
filling out normally. The husband who had accompanied her during the visit 
explained to me that they had married about a year before, and that she was 
complaining of a fullness in the belly, which led him to think that, she was 
probably pregnant. 

However, when I examined the girl, I could not find any signs of pregnancy. 
On the other hand, I noticed'that she had been bom with a thick, elastic and 
and non-perforated hymen. The swelling of her belly was therefore due to the 
menstrual flow that had accumulated in her vagina, month after month, since 
the age of puberty, which she had apparently reached some time after 
marriage. The absence of an orifice in the hymen had prevented this flow 
from being discharged out of her body. With a jab of my sharp lancet I made 
on opening in the hymen, and let the old accumulated dark blood rush out 
through it. 
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It transpired, in the discussion that followed after the girl had got off the 
operating table, that the husband had accused her of not being a virgin, since 
she had not bled from the external genital organs on the night of marriage. If 
unmarried she might have found herself in an even worse position where 
others might have jumped to the conclusion that she was pregnant with an 
illegitimate child, since her parents would most probably have noticed the 
unusual swelling of her belly. 

f This reminds me of a story I read many years later in the newspapers. The 
f'i police had discovered the dead body of a young pregnant girl. It was thought 

riV. fhflt stlP. tlflrl t»p.pn tnnrrlprprl rlpCorirl tVip 'Imnnur’ nf lior -PoT-nil-ir on n-F+a*- 


k ^Si^peftTn'me^'’moMaryrhis 'fep1S^'^t3Wed!”Qxa^^€BDS^BHnB3^ , "no£ c B&Snr 
f pregnantrThh v, sW'elhhg'detecfe'd in Her belly wa's^aYm the case I treated, due 
| ‘foThTaccumulathd ineftStiM 

M ^df we keep m mind "the high percentage of anomalies that affect the hymen 
W. the time when the embryoIslfiU^dByeloping; and which are ther^oFeh om 
With female children, it is easy to imagine what sufferings a girl may undergo- 
without even knowing what has gone wrong. For it is known that 11.2% of - 
girls are born with an elastic hymen, 16.16% with so fine a membrane that it 
. is easily tom, 31.32% with a thick elastic hymen, and only 41.32% with what 
may be considered a normal hymen. 1 

A mother once awakened me at dead of night in a panic. She wanted to 
know whether boiling water had any effect on (lie ‘membrane of virginity’, as 
it is called in Arabic, since her child had fallen into a deep tub of boiling water 
and the whole of her lower half had been immersed. The mother was more 
concerned with the -poor child’s hymen than she was with her life. 

The number of husbands, fathers and mothers who at one time or another - 
turned up in my clinic to ask me about the hymen of a young bride or 
daughter cannot be counted. Very often the father or the mother would ask 
me for a medical certificate indicating that the daughter was a virgin, or that 
her hymen had been torn while she was playing some sport, or as a result of 

/ an accident (not related to sex, of course). 

Ara b society still considers that the fine membrane whic h c overs the ap er- 
ture of the external gential organs is the most cherished and most important 
1 parTof a girlTbody, and i s much more valuable than one of her~eyes7Qr ah " "'" 
a rmf or a lower IrmhnVnVrainPamily does n ot grieve as much at the loss of 

V her life, it would be considered less of a catastrophe than if she lost her 
| hymen. v <, 

t A girl who does not preserve her virginity is liable to be punishbd with 
\ physical death, or moral death, or at least with being divorced if she is' found 
I out at the time of marriage. Such divorce is of course accompanied by a 
\scandal, usually restricted to family circles, but which very often inevitably 
spreads far and wide. Yet such a girl may be completely innocent of any 
sexual relation, but incapable of proving her innocence. This is due to the fact 
that patriarchal class society has imposed premarital virginity on girls and 
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ensured that the very honour of a girl, and her family, is closely linked to the 
preservation of this virginity. If virginity is lost, this brings almost everlasting 
shame which can only be ‘wiped out in blood’, as the common Arab saying 
goes. 

VirginU;yJs-a^tHchmQrnl-mlewv.hich-.applies to girls alone. Yet one would 
tliirdTthat the first criterion of a moral ruleTiFfTis indeed tcTbe moral, should 
be that it applies to all without exception, and does not yield to any form of 
discrimination whether on the basis of sex, colour or class. 

However, moral codes and standards in our societies very rarely apply to 
nil people equally. This is the most damning proof of how immoral such codes 
and standards really are. 

In history the ruling classes of by-gone days imposed the moral values of 
abstinence, stoicism and a renunciation of worldly pleasures on wage-earners 
to ensure that they were satisfied with their meagre pay, and would willingly 
join up to fight in armies for the defence of privileges which belonged to 
others. In the upper classes, however, all was permitted and the values of 
greed, lust, extravagance and pleasure were allowed to flourish on the misery 
of the toiling masses. . 

Sincej^s^ejojvbnju k ovex -wom en. they in turn permitted themse lves 
whaUhey forbade to wo men,. ..Hnis it ^shKatTdi as.titv-.and-virgini t y were 
cohsidefed^s^irtwTfor women, whereas freedom and even licentiousness 
werelooked unon asnatlnarwh ere'me n werecon cemedv-—--- 

There are'many people in Arab society who, to this very day, firmly 
believe that virginity can only be destined for girls and not for boys. God has 
provided them with a hymen as a means to proving virginity. Such reasoning 
Is only a reflection of the backwardness that prevails in many aspects of our 
life. The anatomical and biological constitution of human beings, whether 
men or women, can have no relation to moral values. M oral values are in fact \ 
the product of social systems or, more precisely, of the social system imposed \ 
by ■the-rullng-classw^lth-the-aimmYseTVingTerta rn economi c.anxLpnhticalZZ ) 
lnteresTs7'andYhsuring'that the situation from which that class draws benefit ■ 
an d power ismai ntain^^ M(3bgia£n36^ 

body are aimed at something else, namely at fulfilling certain vital physiolo- 





glcal functionsmlatehTo'‘1he' 

By what funn ent oTiifnagination can we pro fesshhat-hie-hwm&n-w.as-cr-&-ated—■ 

In ordefToTlocklbe passa ge of the male sexual organ when it seeks to_ 

penetrate tbroiitzlfUie external g enitaLorgms.nHhhTemalenitojfre vagina,., 
during the period-pHor-to marriage? Such a function can only be considered 
a social and moral one, in no wav related to the vita lhiological andmhysio-— 
logical functions exercised in this part of the body. 

As a matter offact,"the Hymen can be compared to the appendix since it 
has no real bodily functions to fulfil. If it had an important function we 
would not have found so many girls bom without any hymen at all, or others 
with just a remnant. Indeed, if the hymen were so important an organ for the 
preservation of virginity, God or nature would surely have ensured that all 
hymens bleed at the first copulation, whereas in fact a very high proportion 
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\ seem to suffer from an innate anaemia. More than 30% of girls h ave no 
J {ibleeding at all during their first sexuafact. What can this mean? Surely God has 
*rnot"m^^ttrpuM^~tliesr^lrbyilBrj5fovidmg them with the right kind of 
hymen, with a hymen capable of bleeding, and therefore of indicating virginity! 
■What justice is it that punishes a girl because she had a different anatomical 
constitution from others, or a wider hymenal aperture than is usually the case? 

It is well known that the organs of the human body, whether related to the 
reproductive system or to any other system, vary widely as regards size and 
even shape. No body completely resembles another. No body is an identical 
mould or finger-print of another. Each one of us has his or her own unique 
physical constitution, and leaves our own characteristic finger-prints on any¬ 
thing we may touch. Thus it is that the penis of one man differs from that of 
another. Similarly, the aperture of the hymen differs from female to female 
and so from virgin to virgin. What irony of fate, therefore, if a girl with a wide 
hymenal orifice marries a man with a diminutive penis!! Can this possibly be a 
sufficient reason for divorce or disgrace or even death, as it commonly is in 
societies where virginity is still considered a supreme value? 

Fortunately education, and in particular the education of an increasing 
number of girls, as well as the fact that more and more females are seeking 
paid work outside the home, are both contributing to relatively rapid changes 
in the personality of Arab women. These changes are making them more 
independent, more respectful of their own minds and bodies, less prone to 
submit their lives to unjust moral values imposed by a male dominated society. 
Such developments are leading to changes in the attitudes of society towards 
women, and are bringing to life new generations of Arab youth where the 
males no longer judge a girl by her hymen, or the flow of blood on the night 

y ,of marriage. 

Change is taking place. But the vast majority of Arab men still insist on 
virginity in theirpa rtnerafmarm^ her virginityrims a ‘ 

greardjng^r ^tlFdiscovefed at the time of marriage - .' especnfllvHi DJpp er 
EgfptT'where her fate is often death at th e hands of her ow n-family. If a girl 
"happens to have been proviclecfby nature with an elastic hymen which does 
not bleed on the first night of marriage, ignorance will be her executioner. 

For the rituals of marriage require that defloration be performed by the 
husband with his finger and that Ted blood be shed on the white sheet’. 

Very few people understand that the hymen varies in texture, size and 
consistency from one girl to another, just as the male sexual organ differs 
from man to man. Luck may have it that a girl with an elastic hymen marries 
a man with a diminutive sexual organ and, if finger defloration is not done, 
the inference will be that she is not a virgin, since no bleeding will occur. An 
educated husband will sometimes take his young wife to be examined by a 
doctor if he wishes to reassure himself of her virginity. Since gynaecological 
examination of virgins is rare, doctors do not often get a ohance to see 
different types of hymens and are therefore liable to make mistakes. I remem¬ 
ber the case of a medical doctor who was asked by a newly married husband 
to examine his bride. The family of the bride were waiting outside the j 
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examination room, and when the doctor came out and informed them that 
the girl was not a virgin the news to them was like a stroke of lightning. Orie 
day later she was murdered by her cousin despite her protestations of inno- "\ 
conce. Her body was examined by the coroner and it transpired too late that \ 
the doctor’s diagnosis had been incorrect. 2 Another victim had been 
sacrificed in the name of ‘virginity’. 

Many a husband rang the bell of my clinic in Giza and walked into my 
consultation room accompanied by a weeping young girl. In angry nervous 
tones he would explain to me that on the first night of marriage no ‘red 
blood’ could be discerned after sexual intercourse. Numerous were the nights 
which I spent by the side of a young girl in a small country house or mucT 
lmt'' duri:ng my"yeaf s~m rural Lgypt, treatmg a hemorrhage tiiatiiad resulted"' 
from the~lQng"dirEy finger nail of a day a cutting through the soft'tissues " 
during "thep roLQasS- fifdefloration. For in many villages' t his^ritual ceremony 
In honour of vir ginity is performed by an ugly old crone7TliF^fll^MLbfearn s'~ 
her living~5y~a mputating the clitoris of children, and tearing open the vagina 
of vo-ung-bride s. The father of the bride then holds up a white towel stained 
with blood, and waves it proudly above his head for the relatives assembled 
at the door to bear witness to the fact that the honour of his daughter and of 
tire family is intact. 

I used to attend some of these marriage ceremonies in order to follow at 
close quarters what was taking place. On one occasion the day a embedded her 
long nail in the hymen, but only a few drops of scanty blood were forth¬ 
coming. To my horror, she pushed her finger up the vagina and the blood 
welled out in a steady stream. The white towel bathed in crimson flapped 
out over the father’s head, the drums beat, and female voices emitted the 
long drawn out shrieks of joy. I realized that she had cut through the 
wall of the vagina. At the end of the night, in answer to my questions, she 
explained to me that on marriage nights she was very much in demand. Her 
fame, built up on her capacity for bringing forth a vigorous flow of blood in 
the process of defloration, had earned her an unusual popularity and a steady 
Income from such auspicious occasions. 

When the finger of a rural husband replaces that of the day a, then 
defloration becomes even more brutal. His only experience in the use of his 
hands is related to gripping the thick handle of the plough or the harrow. The 
day a at least has some notion of the female body. And nothing can be more 
brutal than a thick coarse finger plunging mercilessly into the external 
opening of the vagina, and boring up in an unknown direction. Thus it was 
that, on a cold winter’s night, a young girl was carried into my clinic bleeding 
profusely between her thighs, only for me to discover that the husband’s 
linger had perforated the interior vaginal wall into the urinary bladder. 

Yet this brutal orthodoxy in relation to women is accompanied, on the 
other hand, with almost unlimited licence for men. The Arab proverb goes: 

‘Only the pocket of a man can bring him shame.’ For our society, therefore, 
shame is only the result of poverty, where men are concerned. Male ego grows 
In proportion to the number of his female conquests, and his sexual relations 
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are a source of pride and occasions for boasting. 

Education has contributed to greater enlightenment in matters relating to 
sex and the situation of women in Arab society, and yet many educated men 
still maintain their traditionalist attitudes and values in this sphere. I personally 
have met many men who have higher degrees or have pursued their studies 
abroad and travelled widely, yet their emotional and mental constitution 
remains rigid and backward in so far as women are concerned. An engineer 
who had spent five years in West Germany, on his return to Egypt noticed 
what he thought were signs of pregnancy in his seventeen year old sister. 

He searched her room and found a bottle of medicine in the wardrobe which 
he carried to the nearby drugstore. The chemist informed him that the medi¬ 
cine he had brought for examination is used in attempts to induce abortion. 

The engineer rushed back to his house in a state of uncontrollable agitation, 
seized hold.of a knife from the kitchen and stabbed his sister to death. In the 
post mortem examination it transpired that she was still a virgin and no 
evidence of pregnancy was detectable. Counsel for the defence, in his sub¬ 
mission to tire court, pleaded for the engineer’s release on the grounds that 
his motive in committing the crime had been the defence of his family’s honour. 
He had been assailed by doubts about his sister’s conduct and this had led him 
to commit the crime. His doubts had been misplaced, but his intentions were 
good. The court set him free without bail . 3 

So once again we see a situation where, even in case of a murder, a man 
escapes retribution because he is covered by traditionalist conceptions of 
honour, whereas these very conceptions lead to punishment where girls and 
women are concerned. The law is almost always on the side of men, and 
courts of justice very often dissolve marriages because the bride was found to 
have lost her virginity before marriage . 4 

Where women are concerned, harshness and even cruelty are the rule when¬ 
ever the law is applied. I have known a court of law pass sentence on a teacher 
because she entered a bathroom in which her female colleague was lying 
naked in the tub without knocking on the door. Another notable case was 
that in which severe legal punishment was meted out to a school teacher 
because she took her class and spent some time with them in a waterside cafe . 5 

The murky fate w hich awaits a girl who loses h er virginity often forces her 
to find'some wayout of the dilemma. The daughter of a ficiriatfitlyTari go to 
a gynaect>iogist tind~p'ay~Tlarge sum of money to undergo”! plastic repair jEToF’“ 
die hymen. Whereas a p oor villag e girl will depend on the s ubterfuges of the ... 
cApoTWhi^ the date ofmarnage aTtiie~t'ime’ of menstruat ion 

ohdladugm-smulfbayMl^ opening of the vag ina ten, 

ensufe'a redTiowlirtlmfirime^f defloration. 

^iTe^a^^Xydtrn'g^girrcame to my clinic for a consultation. She was carrying 
a five months pregnancy, but when I examined her the hymen was still intact. 
She explained to me that the pregnancy had occurred after repeated super¬ 
ficial sexual intercourse and asked me to remove the child through an 
abdominal operation (a Caeserean section ). I refused to comply with her 
request, so she left. Many years later I met her accidentally, and she explained 
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to me that after my refusal she had been to another doctor who performed 
the operation for her. Now she was married to a successful engineer and had 
two children by him. In my imagination I often evoke the picture of this 
engineer, whom I never met, carrying out the ritual defloration on the first 
night of marriage with care, to make sure that his bride was a virgin, and 
happy to discover that her hymen was intact. For him, the incision extending 
perpendicularly along the abdomen mattered little, just as an incision in her 
heart or liver or even brain would have been of little significance, whereas a 
Bmall tear in the hymen, a millimetre long, would have been sufficient to 
upset his whole world. 

There is a distorted concept of honour in our Arab society. A man’s | 
honour is safe as lon g as the female membe rs of his family keep tEel nhymens | 
IntactrlTidfiiore closely related to the behaviour ofTKe "women mUiefamilyJ 
Ilian ‘to"hlsfown behaviour. He can be a womanizer of the worst calibre and 
yet be considered an honourable man as long as his womenfolk are able to 
protect their genital organs. There are certain moral standards for females 
and others for males, and the whole of society is permeated by such double 
moral standards. At the root of this anomalous situation lies the fact that j 
sexual experience in the life of a man is a source of pride and a symbol of 
virility; whereas sexual experience in the life of women is a source of shame I 
and a symbol of degradation. } 

It is not difficult to realize the consequences of this double standard of 
morality. The males are let loose in search of sexual experience, in any form 
and no matter at what price, in an attempt to prove their virility and bolster 
their masculine pride, which are motives as strong as the satisfaction of 
lexual desire per se. Men are engaged in a perpetual chase after women and 
have recourse to declarations of passionate love, or showering them with 
gifts. In this continuous urge to possess a woman, the male will tempt a poor 
lorvant, or land himself with a syphilitic prostitute, or victimize a young 
child, or entice a girl with promises of marriage. If the latter believes in his 
promises and surrenders herself to hipi, she is trapped. For then he will 
usually refuse to marry her. because she has lost her virginity and society now 
considers her a fallen woman. She is abandoned to the sad fate of a dis¬ 
honoured female carrying an illegitimate child, whereas the male moves on to 
now conquests. 

Tills picture is typical of a large sector of urban society, and of the upper 
classes in rural areas. However when we consider the working class in the 
cities and towns, and the peasants and agricultural labourers in the villages, 
many of the phenomena mentioned previously are rarely discernible. Early 
marriage, continuous hard work and the difficulties of life leave little room 
for sexual licence, although other manifestations of discrimination against 
women and sexual oppression remain an integral part of social behaviour. 

It is not difficult to understand why, under such circumstances, girls live 
In continuous anxiety and fear of losing their virginity. The upbringing of 
girls in Arab families is calculated to keep them away from men, and to warn 
them of the dangers and subterfuges to which they are liable to fall victims 
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yat^any moment .^Physical circumcisio n, therefore . Jias-as-its-corollarv another 
formmhc ir cumfeisionh l^-wenulivmalPeducational circumcisiorf^o which 
we must now turn. ~ -—---/ 
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6. Circumcision of Girls 


Tile pra ctice of circumcising girls is still a common procedure in a nu mber of 
Arab' countriesl uch as Egypt, the Sudan, Yema n and some of the Gulf states. 

Th e Tmp^ and an intact hym en in these societies 

Is the reason why/bmale cir cumcisio nstill remains a vc^Avidesprea^pYaYtic^ 
despit ea~growmg teiidcncyiYs peuihfy.inuir b1nrFgv^ 

BOmcfhin g outdated and harmful. Behind circumcision l ies the belief that, by •] 
removing parts of gi rls 5 extern al genital organa v £ex^LdM m " ~~ \f 

Tlii's permits'aTfemale who has reached the ‘dangerous age 5 of puberty and 
adolescence to pro tect her virginity, an d therefore her honour, with.greater 
ease. Chastity was'lmposed on male attendants in the female harem by 
castration which turned them into inoffensive eunuchs. S imilarly female 
circumcision is meant to preserve the chastit y of youn g girls by reducing 
tliei^idesire'Tor sexual intercours e. ~~ ~ ' 

^TcmncjsiorrjsnPUsr oHen performed on femal e children at the age of 
SGven^T^ Tgh^lj rri'ore thTglrl begins to get menstrual periohFPQOieTcene 
appears the day a or local midwife. Two women members of the family grasp 
Lite child’s thighs on either side and pull them apart to expose the external 
genital organs and to prevent her from struggling — like trussing a chicken 
.before it is slain. A sharp razor in the hand of the day a cuts off the clitoris. 

During my period of service as a rural physician, I was called upon many 
times to treat complications arising from tills primitive operation, which very 
Often jeopardized die life of young girls. The ignorant day a believed that 
effective circumcision necessitated a deep cut with the razor to ensure radical 
amputation of the clitoris, so that no part of the sexually sensitive organ 
would remain. Severe haemorrhage was therefore a common occurrence and 
aometimes led to loss of life. The day as had not the slightest notion of 
asepsis, and inflammatory conditions as a result of the operation were 
COmmon/Above all, the lifelong psychological shock of this cruel procedure 
loft its imprint on the personality of the child and accompanied her into 
adolescence, youth and maturity. Sexual frigidity is one o f the after-effects 
which is accentuat ed by other social aiTd~'ps'ychblogicafTactors that influence 
tlie HCrsorTalrtv and mental make-up offemales in Arab societies'! Gir ls are\ 
therefore exposed to a whole series of misfortunes as a result o jjflirtdafecL \ 
notions and~Talues rll^(LtO-.vir-gmit-yT-whLeh-still-remains..hie fundamental / 
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criterion of a girl’s honour. In recent years, however, educated families have 
h&gun to "realize the harm that is done by the practice of female circumcision. 

Nevertheless a majority of families still impose on young female children 
the barbaric and cruel operation of circumcision. The research that I carrie d 
out on a sample ohdfbO Egyptian girls and women showedthat 9 7.5% "of 
uneducated families stillThsisfecl on mamtaihingTEecustom, but thisner cent- 
ageujTopped. to 6~6T2% among ~ecfu cated families. 1 / 

^Vbcn Fdlscussed the matter with these girlsand women it transpired that 
most of them had no idea of the harm done by circumcision, and some of 
them even thought that it was good for one’s health and conducive to clean¬ 
liness and ‘purity’. (Hie operation in the common language of the people is 
in fact called the cleansing or purifying operation.) Despite the fact that the 
percentage of educated women who have undergone circumcision is only 
66.2%, as compared with 97.5% among uneducated women, even the former 
did not realize the effect that this amputation of the clitoris could have on 
their psychological and sexual health. The dialogue that occurred between 
these women and myself would run more or less as follows: 

‘Have you undergone circumcision?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘How old were you at the time?’ 

‘I was a child, about seven or eight years old.’ 

‘Do you remember the details of the operation?’ 

‘Of course. How could I possibly forget?’ 

‘Were you afraid?’ 

‘Very afraid. I hid on top of the cupboard [in other cases she would say 
under the bed, or in the neighbour’s house], but they caught hold of me, and 
I felt my body tremble in their hands.’ 

‘Did you feel any pain?’ 

Very much so. It was like a burning flame and I screamed. My mother held 
my head so that I could not move it, my aunt caught hold of my right arm and 
my grandmother took charge of my left. Two strange women whom I had not 
seen before tried to keep me from moving my thighs by pushing them as far 
apart as possible. The day a sat between these two women, holding a sharp 
razor in her hand which she used to cut off the clitoris. I was scared and 
suffered such great pain that I lost consciousness at the flame that seemed 
to sear me through and through.’ 

‘What happened after the operation?’ 

% had severe bodily pains, and remained in bed for several days, unable to 
move. The pain in my external genital organs led to retention of urine. Every 
time I wanted to urinate the burning sensation was so unbearable that I could 
not bring myself to pass water. The wound continued to bleed for some time, 
and my mother used to change the dressing for me twice a day.’ / 

‘What did you feel on discovering that a small organ in your body had been 
removed?’ 

‘I did not know anything about the operation at the time, except that it was 
very simple, and that it was done to all girls for purposes of cleanliness, purity 
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and the preservation-of a good reputation. It was said that a girl who did not 
undergo this operation was liable to be talked about by people, her behaviour 
Would become bad, and she would start running after men, with the result 
that no one would agree to marry her when the time for marriage came. My 
grandmother told me that the operation had only consisted in the removal of 
very small piece of flesh from between my thighs, and that the continued 
existence of this small piece of flesh in its place would have made me unclean 
and impure, and would have caused the man whom I would marry to be 
repelled by me.’ 

‘Did you believe what was said to you?’ 

•Of course I did. I was hapjpy the day I recovered from the effects of the 
operation, and felt as though I was rid of something which had to be removed, 
nnd so had become clean and pure.’ 

Those were more or less the answers that I obtained from all those inter¬ 
viewed, whether educated or uneducated. One of them was a medical student 
from Ein Shams School of Medicine. She was preparing for her final examin¬ 
ations and I expected her answers to be different, but in fact they were 
almost identical to the others. We had quite a long discussion which I repro¬ 
duce here as I remember it. 

‘You are going to be a medical doctor after a few weeks, so how can you 
believe that cutting off the clitoris from the body of a girl is a healthy pro¬ 
cedure, or at least not harmful?’ 

‘Tins is what I was told by everybody. All the girls in my family have been 
circumcised. I have studied anatomy and medicine, yet I have never heard 
any of the professors who taught us explain that the clitoris had any function 
to fulfil in the body of a woman, neither have I read anything of the kind in 
the books which deal with the medical subjects I am studying.’ 

‘That is true. To this day medical books do not consider the science of sex as 
a subject which they should deal with. The organs of a woman worthy of 
attention are considered to be only those directly related to reproduction, 
namely the vagina, the uterus and the ovaries. The clitoris, however, is an 
organ neglected by medicine, just as it is ignored and disdained by society.’ 

'I remember a student asking the professor one day about the clitoris. The 
professor went red in the face and answered him curtly, saying that no one 
was going to ask him about this part of the female body during examinations, 
ilnce it was of no importance.’ 

My studies led me to try and find out the effect of circumcision on the 
girls and women who had been made to undergo it, and to understand what 
results it had on their psychological and sexual life. The majority of the 
normal cases I interviewed answered that the operation had no effect on 
them. To me it was clear that in the face of such questions they were much 
more ashamed and intimidated than the neurotic cases were. But I did not 
allow myself to be satisfied with these answers., and would go on to question 
them closely about their sexual life both before and after the circumcision 
was done. Once again I will try to reproduce the dialogue that usually 
occurred as faithfully as possible. 
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‘Did you experience any change of feeling or of sexual desire after the 
operation?’ 

‘I was a child and therefore did not feel anything.’ 

‘Did you not experience any sexual desire when you were a child?’ 

‘No, never. Do children experience sexual desire?’ 

‘Children feel pleasure when they touch their sexual organs, and some form 
of sexual play occurs between them, for example, during the game of bride 
and bridegroom usually practised under the bed. Have you never played this 
game with your friends when still a child?’ 

At these words the young girl or woman would blush, and her eyes 
would probably refuse to meet mine, in'an attempt to hide her confusion. 

But after the conversation had gone on for some time, and an atmosphere of 
mutual confidence and understanding had been established, she would begin 
to recount her childhood memories. She would often refer to the pleasure 
she had felt when a man of the family permitted himself certain sexual 
caresses. Sometimes these caresses would be proffered by the domestic 
servant, the house porter, the private teacher or the neighbour’s son. A 
college student told me that her brother had been wont to caress her sexual 
organs and that she used to experience acute enjoyment. However after 
undergoing circumcision she no longer had the same sensation of pleasure. 

A married woman admitted that during intercourse with her husband she had 
never experienced the slightest sexual enjoyment, and that her last memories 
of any form of pleasurable sensation went back twenty years, to the age of 
six, before she had undergone circumcision. A young girl told me that she 
ijad been accustomed to practise masturbation, but had given it up completely 
after removal of the clitoris at the age of ten. 

The further our conversations went, and the more I delved into their lives, 
the more readily they opened themselves up to me and uncovered the secrets 
of childhood and adolescence, perhaps almost forgotten by them or only 
vaguely realized. 

Being both a woman and a medical doctor I was able to obtain confessions 
from these women and girls which it would be almost impossible, except in 
very rare cases, for a man to obtain. For the Egyptian woman, accustome d 
as she is to a very rigid a nd severe upb ringing built on a complete deniaTof 
any seMlO TeTJefore marriage, adamantly refuses to^adniit that she has ever 
'Mown, or experienced, anything related to sexl^foreTriTfir sfTbT cTfes'''df~ 
her ftusbandl'®'^ 'ash^ea^s^ak^ahouTs^gh things with any 

My discussions with some of the psychiatrists who had treated a number of 
the young girls and women in my sample, led me to conclude that there were 
many aspects of the life of these neurotic patients that remained unknown to 
them. This was due either to the fact that the psychiatrist himself had not 
made the necessary effort to penetrate deeply into the life of the woman he 
was treating, or to the tendency of the patient herself not to divulge those 
things which her upbringing made her consider matters not to be discussed 
freely, especially with a man. 
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In fact the long and varied interchanges I had over the years with the 
majority of practising psychiatrists in Egypt, my close association with a 
large number of my medical colleagues during the long periods I spent 
Working in health centres and general or specialized hospitals and, finally, 

Hie four years I spent as a member of the National Board of the Syndicate 
Of Medical Professions, have all led me to the firm conclusion that the 
medical profession in our society is still incapable of understanding the 
fundamental problems with which sick people are burdened, whether they 
be men or women, but especially If they are women. For the medical 
profession, like any other profession in society, is governed by the political, 
social and moral values which predominate, and like other professions is 
one of the institutions which is utilized more often than not to protect these 
Values and perpetuate them. 

Men represent the vast majority in the medical profession, as in most 
professions. But apart from this, the mentality of women doctors differs 
little, if at all, from that of the men, and I have known quite a number of 
tliem who were even more rigid and backward in outlook than their male 
Colleagues. 

A rigid and backward attitude towards most problems, and in particular 
towards women and sex, predominates in the medical profession, and 
particularly within the precincts of the medical colleges in the Universities. 

Before undertaking my research study on ‘Women and Neurosis’ at Ein 
Shams University, I had made a previous attempt to start it at the Kasr El 
Eini Medical College in the University of Cairo, but had been obliged to give 
up as a result of the numerous problems I was made to confront. The most 
Important obstacle of all was the overpowering traditionalist mentality that 
characterized the professors responsible for my research work, and to whom 
foe word ‘sex’.co uld only.-benquated.to.the word ‘shame’, ‘Resper.tahk. 
research’ therefore could not possibly have sex as its subject, and should 
under no circumstances think of penetrating into areas even remotely related 
lo It. One of my medical colleagues in the Research Committee advised me not 
lo refer at all to the question of sex in the title of my research paper, when I 
found myself obliged to shift to Ein Shams University. He warned me that 
any such reference would most probably lead to fundamental objections 
which would jeopardize my chances of going ahead with it. I had initially 
chosen to define my subject as ‘Problems that confront the sexual life of 
modern Egyptian women’, but after prolonged negotiations I was prevailed 
10 delete the word ‘sexual’ and replace it by ‘psychological’. Only thus was it 
possible to circumvent the sensitivities of the professors at the Ein Shams 
Medical School and obtain their consent to go ahead with the research. 

After I observed the very high percentages of women and girls who had 
boon obliged to undergo circumcision, or who had been exposed to different 
forms of sexual violation or assault in their childhood, I started to look for 
research undertaken in these two areas, either in the medical colleges or in 
research institutes, but in vain. Hardly a single medical doctor or researcher 
had ventured to do any work on these subjects, in view of the sensitive nature 
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of the issues involved. This can also be explained by the fact that most of the 
research carried out in such institutions is of a formal and superficial nature, 
since its sole aim is to obtain a degree or promotion. The path of safety is 
therefore the one to choose, and safety means to avoid carefully all subjects 
of controversy. No one is therefore prepared to face difficulties with the 
responsible academic and scientific authorities, or to engage in any form of 
struggle against them, or their ideas. Nor is anyone prepared to face up to 
those who lay down the norms of virtue, morals and religious behaviour in , 
society. All the established leaderships in the area related to such matters / 
suffer from a pronounced allergy to the word ‘sex’, and any of its impli- j 
cations, especially if it happens to be linked to tire word ‘woman’. j 
Nevertheless I was fortunate enough to discover a small number of medical 
doctors who had the courage to be different, and therefore to examine s.ome 
of the problems related to the sexual life of women. I would like to cite, as 
one of the rare examples, the only research study carried out on the question 
of female circumcision in Egypt and its harmful effects. This was the joint 
effort of Dr. Mahmoud Koraim and JDjxJBLu^hdlA nimar. both from E in 
Shams Medical CoSege, and which was publishe d in 1965. It is composed "df 
two~~pmy~Tlrn~fTf^ printed-under the tith .FemalsJCircumcision 

ancT Sexudl Desire, 2 and the second, under the title Complications of'Female 
Circi imclsion. 3 The conclusions arrivecTat as a res ulrof tliis - r eseaf ch study f 
which covered 651 women circumci sed dur ing childhood, may be summar- 
ized'as'follows: ' ~~ 



1) Circumcision is an operation with harmful effects on the health of women, 
Ld is the cause of sexual shock to young girls. It reduces the capacity of a 
raman to reach the peak of her sexual pleasure (i.e. orgasm) and has a definite 
Lough lesser effect in reducing sexual desire. 
jjL(2) Education helps to limit the extent to which female circumcision is 
practised, since educated parents have an increasing tendency to refuse the 
operation for their daughters. On the other hand, uneducated families still 
go in for female circumcision in submission to prevailing traditions, or in the 
belief that removal of the clitoris reduces the sexual desire of the girl, and 
therefore helps to preserve her virginity and chastity after marriage. 

(3) There is no truth whatsoever in the idea that female circumcision helps 
in reducing the incidence of cancerous disease of the external genital organs. 

(4) Female circumcision in all its forms and degrees, and in particular the 
fourth degree known as Pharaonic or Sudanese excision, is accompanied by 
immediate or delayed complications such as inflammations, haemorrhage, 
disturbances in the urinary passages, cysts or swellings that can obstruct the 
urinary flow or the vaginal opening. 

r (5) Masturbation in circumcised girls is less frequent than was observed by 
< Kinsey in girls who have not undergone this operation. i 

I was able to exchange views with Dr. Mahmoud Koraim during several 
meetings in Cairo. I learnt from him that he had faced numerous difficulties 
while undertaking his research, and was the target of bitter criticism from 
some of his colleagues and from religious leaders who considered themselves 
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the divinely appointed protectors of morality,, and therefore required to 
ihield society from such impious undertakings, which constituted a threat 
to established values and moral codes. 

The findings of my research study coincided with some of the conclusions 
arrived at by my two colleagues on a number of points. Th ere is no longer any 
doubt /hat circumcision is th e source of sexual and p sychologma TjEockirr^ 
the life"oFtHTaxT. and leads to a varyingTiegferofsHuniriHdhy according ^ 
to thewoman andTieTciFcums tanccgf Education helps parents realize thaT~~ 
tltisoperafionls not beneficial, arid should be avoided, but I have found that \ 
the traditional education given in our schools and u niversities, wil £tse_aim is j 
simply some certificate, or degre e, rather than instilling useful knowledg e 
and culture, is not very effective in combating the l ong-standing, ancL 
ostablished ff adj^nTfhaF|wemjE^£gM soTiHvTahdnnparticular those 
rel ate d to se x, virginity inldrls. and chastityin women. These areas are 
Btrongiy linked to moral and religious values that have dominated and open 

Since circum cision of females aims primaril y.ahensuringw^ 
marriage. and"cKastity throughou t JUanot to be expected that its practic e 
will disa ppear e asily from Egyptian society or within a short period of time. 

A growing numbeTof educatedTamilies are, howevefITegmmng to realize 
the harm that is done to females by this custom, and are therefore seeking 
to protect their daughters from being among its victims. Parallel to these 
changes, the operation itself is no longer performed in the r old primitive way, 
and the more radical degrees approaching, or involving, excision are dying 
out more rapidly. Nowadays, even in Upper Egypt and the Sudan, the 
operation is limited to the total, or more commonly the partial, amputation 
of the clitoris. Nevertheless, whil e undertaking my research, I was surprised 

to discover , contrary fp what I had previ ously tho ught, tha t eygiuji^djica ted_ 

urban familie s over 0O%stIirconsider~cii ; cumcision as essential to ensure 
femal e virginity and chastity. ") 

Many p eople think that female circumcisi on only started with the advent, 
of Islam. But as a matter of fact it was well known and widespread in some 
ureas^oFth ^world before the Islamic era, including in the Arab peninsula. 
MalTomeltheJgr ouhet tried to oppos ijlriiji^^ 

harmful to the sexual health of t he woma n JhL.o.ne-of-liis..sayinES-the-ad-vice., 

rep orted'a's ha\dnilHeeh‘ffl verrby him to Om Attiah, a woman who did _ 

i u1t goin gs and.circumeision, j:uns asXoICowsrriliky^ 

imal l part an d re frain from cu tting most of the clitoris off... The woman . 

will have a bright and happy f ace! and is. more-welcome to-her husband;- if her 
plea sure is co mplete.- 4 

fi lls means tha/the circumcision of girls was not originallv an.Iri .amic— 
custom, and was n otrelated to momo theisticj:eJiginm! hut was practised in 
s o cie he s^ fliwiclely varying religio us backgroun ds , in countries of the JBas; 
und th e~We st,_and anioh^peoples w ho believed in Chri^ aniky->unri^sjam,.. o. 

wore atheisti^^TUifcumcmoh was k now n in Europe as late as t he 19 th ,.. 

c©ntu^7^ Egypt, •the-Sudan r Somaliland,-. 
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Ethiopia, Kenya, Tanzania, Ghana, Guinea and Nigeria. It was also practised 
m many Asian countries such as Sri Lanka and Indonesia, and in parts of 
/Latin America. It is record as going back far into the past under the 
/ Pharaonic Kingdohrs^fAnnientLgy'pt, and. Herodotus mentioned the exist- 
'' enceTof femaIe~cifcumcision seveirhundTHcl yearThefore Christ was“borh."Tliis 
is wh rfe^pmrafionTsp^^^ excision ’. 

For many years! tried in vain to find relevant sociological or anthropo-''" 1 "" 
logical studies that would throw some light on the reasons why such a brutal 
operation is practised on females. However I did discover other practices 
related to girls and female children which were even more savage. One of 
them was burying female children alive almost immediately after they were 
born, or even at a later stage. Other examples are the chastity belt, or closing 
die aperture of the external genital organs with steel pins and a special iron 
lock. 5 This last procedure is extremely primitive and very much akin to 
Sudanese circumcision where the clitoris, external bps and internal lips are 
completely excised, and the orifice of the genital organs closed with a flap of 
sheep’s intestines leaving only a very small opening barely sufficient to let 
.the tip of the finger in, so that the menstrual and urinary flows are not held 
back. This opening is slit at the time of marriage and widened to allow 
penetration of the male sexual organ. It is widened again when a child is bom 
and then narrowed down once more. Complete closure of the aperture is also 
done on a woman who is divorced, so that she literally becomes a virgin once 
more and can have no sexual intercourse except in the eventuality of marriage, 
in which case the opening is restored, 

^ In the face of all these strange and complicated procedures aimed at pre- 
•-^' yenting sexual intercourse in w o me n except if controlleriLy.dhe.husbanclTIt 
is natural that we should ask ourselveT^y~women, in particular, were sub¬ 
jected to such torture and cruel suppression. There seem s to be no doubt th at 
society, a s represented by itsjdflmiriant classes and m ale structure, realized at 
a veryeafly stage tha t sexual desire in the female is very powerMTahri That 
wom en, unless controlled and~subjugated by all sor ts of measures, will not 
submit' themselves to the moral, social legal ancfrelmous - ' con straIn't .GyitVi 
whicirtheyriiayerieenj^^^ to 

/ mo noga my. The patriarchal system, w hich came into being when society 
j h aafeacfted a certain stage of development and~whiclrne ce ssitate d the impo- 

' sifioiTof one husband on the w'oman whereas a man was lePPfree to have "'. 

severaTwives, wouldHever have been possible, or have been maintained to this 
dayT wifhout the whole range ot cruel and ingenious devices that were usechto 
ke eplier sexuriityimcheck-anri-Jinrirh^^ 

wjupiacrto be heiimshand. This is the reason for the implacable enmity 
shown by society towards female sexuality, and the weapons used to resist 
and subjugate the turbulent force inherent in it. The slightest leniency 
manifested in facing this ‘potential danger’ meant that woman would break 
out of the prison bars to which marriage had confined her, and step over the 
steely limits of a monogamous relationship to a forbidden intimacy with 
another man, which would inevitably lead to confusion in succession and 
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Inheritance, since there was no guarantee that a strange man’s child would not 
step into the waiting line of descendants. Confusion between'the children of 
the legitimate husband and the outsider lover would mean the unavoidable 
collapse of the patriarchal family built around the name of the father alone. 

History shows us clearly that the father was keen on knowi ng who his real ) 
children were’ solely fo r the p urpose, pfiiaiylmg down hls_lan3^riiopid!ty:tn:i 
litem; The patriarchaLfainil v. therefor e, came into existence mainly for 
economic reasons. It was necess ary for society simultaneously to build up a j 
system ofmoTahanriTellgious values, as welf as a legal"system capabreofpTd- 
Lecting andmiaintainirrgTllekeZeaonomic. interests. In the final analyfis we ^ 
can safely say thaflbmale circumcision, the c hastity be lt and other savage 
practices applied 'to wo menaj hrias lsill^^ 

lT!StmwnrsomeEr^e°e^hMued ,, ^stence ? o? r su chriractices/uT ouTsocie ^ 


IdTO^rsignilies that these economic i nterests are still onerafive rThet hou san ds 
of day as, nurses,-par anned ical staff and doctors, who make money out o f j “ * 
female clrcumcismn’riaturally resist any change in these values and pracficSri—- 
wluch are-a'SOurcevo ±:gain~toHlTemTIh~THF'SiriairtIWeHs a veritable amiyof~~/ ; 
dayas who earn a hvelihood out of the series of operations performed on 
women, either to excise their external genital organs, or to alternately narrow 
and widen the outer aperture according to whether the woman is marrying, 
divorcing, remarrying, having a child or recovering from labour. 6 
C Economic factors and, concomitantly, political factors are the basis upon 
which such customs as female circumcision have grown up. It is important to 
understand the facts as they really are, and the reasons that lie behind therm.. 

Ma ny are the people who are not able to Tlistin gulsh between pohri crinndm> J 
reliSotis factors, or who conceal ecommucnmcL politlcal motives beh ind. 
rsligiouSHTguments m an ^ftemp ttohide the re aLfQices_thaLli e_ at the basis 
of whafha ppens msocletvand in historv/Ithas very often been pro clarinet 
Lha tlsla mis at the root of female circumcision, j uid_is_a lso responsible for 
the under-privileged and ba ckward situation (^ w.ome.£LindEg-yp-Lan(Ltlie..Aral 
countrteSTSuc h a contention is not true. If we study Christianity it is easy to 
see'thaTtHis'feligion is much more rigid and orthodox where women, are 
ConceTnuririhWd^afnTT3evertheless7manv countries w em.able_t_o progress 
rapidly desffitenh&^Tep^^ as a religion. This _progress 

was soci al^ economic, scientific and also affected the Kfe and position of 
wom en m society. j j 

■ That is why I firmly beHeve that the reasons for the lower status of women ! 

In ourisoc ieties, ancfTh Tlj ulTTfripp oip Eum^ 
are not duet^sIamTh ut rath ertol^taih ecoridmi^^^ 
namely those., of foreign, imp erialism 

' .- -'^heseTwo forces co- 


\ 




sinterpret re 

anririmmtilizeriLairanriristT^^ 

^ Religion, if authentic in the principles if standsTbr; aim^atTriifirj^eqtiality, 1 
justice, love and a healthy wholesome life for all people, whether men or 
women. There can be no true religion that aims at disease, mutilation of the 
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/bodies of female children, and amputation of an essential part of their 
^reproductive organs. 

If religion comes from God, how can it order man to cut off an organ 
created by Him as long as that organ is not diseased or deformed? God does 
not create the organs of the body haphazardly without a plan. It is not 
possible that He should have created the clitoris in woman’s body only in 
order that it be cut off at an early stage in life. This is a contradiction into 
which neither true religion nor the Creator could possibly fall. If God has 
created the clitoris as a sexually sensitive organ, whose sole function seems to 
be the procurement of sexual pleasure for women, it follows that He also 
considers such pleasure for women as normal and legitimate, and therefore 
as an integral part of mental health^Tfie psychic and mental health of women 
cannot be complete if they do not experience sexual pleasure.^ 

There are still a large number of fathers and mothers who are afraid of 1 
leaving the clitoris intact in the bodies of their daughters. Many a time they- 
have said to me that hircumcision is a safeguard against the mistakes and 
deviations into which a girl may be ledj This way of thinking is wrong and 
even dangerous because what protects'a boy or a girl from making mistakes 
is not the removal of a small piece of flesh from the body, but consciousness 
and understanding of the problems we face, and a worthwhile aim in life, an 
aim which gives it meaning and for whose attainment we exert our mind and 
energies. The higher the level of consciousness to which we attain, the closer 
our aims draw to human motives and values, and the greater our desire to 
improve life and its quality, rather than to indulge ourselves in the mere 
satisfaction of our senses and the experience of pleasure, even though these 
are an essential part of existence. The most liberated and free of girls, in the 
true sense of liberation, are the least preoccupied withsexual questions, since 
these no longer represent a problem. On the contrar^afree mind finds room 
for numerous interests and the many rich experiences ofi'a cultured life. Girls 


Tsmuch less engrossed in matters related to sex and to men than is the case • 
with ordinary women, who have not got much with which to fill their livegr 
Yet at the same time such a woman takes much more initiative to ensure that 
she will enjoy sex and experience pleasure, and acts with a greater degree of 
boldness than others/Once sexual satisfaction is attained, she is able to turn 
herself fully to other important aspects of life<^ 

a In the life of liberated and intelligent women, sex does not occupy a dis¬ 
proportionate position, but rather tends to maintain itself within normal limits. 
In contrast, ignorance, suppression, fear and all sorts of limitations exaggerate 
the role of sex in the fife of girls and women, and cause it to swell out of all 
proportion and to end up by occupying the whole, or almost the whole,of 
their lives. 
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7. Obscurantism and 
Contradiction 


o 


In the first stages of its life a child cannot depend on itself, but later on it 
gradually learns how to do without others, when seeking to satisfy some of its 
needs. In this process of becoming independent, it therefore loses its passivity 
and becomes more and more self-reliant. This inevitably leads to the develop¬ 
ment of positive reactions, the ability to choose, to decide and to act with 
freedom. All these changes together constitute growth or development, both 
physical and mental. Mental and psychological development is in its essence 
a movement towards greater independence of the personality, the ability to 
make choices, personal freedom and a sense of responsibility. 

But the strong ly patriarch al relations in Arab s ociety, coupled with its 
hie rarchical class nature, have'subiected womemto a great deal of discrim-^ 
inatlon^aruL caused them to be victims of a very marked degree of suppress ion, 
both physical andmental, A rab society also suppresses children, and even" 
mefiTbut the load carried by women is multiplied by the severe physical and 
psychological constraints which surround their lives. As a result, the mental 
and psychological development of a woman is greatly retarded, and she is 
unable to free herself from passive attitudes and the habit of depending on 
others. She remains like a child in the early stages of its life, but differs in the 
fact that her body has grown, and that she may have reached the age of thirty, 
forty or even fifty years. 

The forms_of s uppression e x ercised against women are manifold. Mos t of 
them rely_o n fear an d i ntimidation, on subtle or direct forms of obscurantism , 
on keeping hexinjh^dj^ Fora 

woman, right from the early stages of childhood and during the years of 
growth, adolescence and youth, is deprived of any real knowledge about her 
body and herself. 

I Ign orance about the body an d its functions in girls andjwomen is cpn- 
side redTsfgn ofWou xjmHfvI^ in contrast, a'lrir l 

does know any thing a bout sex and about her body, it is_c_onsidered something 
und esirable and even shameful. A nnature woman with eYpftrip.nnp. amj “ 

I knowledge of life is looked upon as being less worthy than a simple, naive 
and ignorant woman. Experience is looked upon almost as a deformity to be 
I hidden, and not as a mark of intrinsic human value. 

W omen, the refore, tend to nurture their ignorance and simplemindedness 
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BO that society continues to look up on them as being virtuous and of good 
rop«tSEohrParentS-also encourage ignorancein tbeir daughters, and want thenT~~~ 
to bWsimple andTTaive, to remain ‘blind pussy cats’ as the Egyptians would 
Ifly. For a ‘blind pussy cat’ is what an average Egyptian man would consider 
tile kind of girl best suited to be a wife. 

This cult of ignorance does not apply to matters related to sex and men 
Alone, but is advocated in so far as all matters related to the female body are 
concerned. Arab girls are therefore brought up in an environment of darkness 
did silence concerning everything related to the body and its functions. They 
ore often seized with nervous shock, therefore, oh the day when, opening 
their eyes in the morning, they perceive a trickle of red blood between their 
thighs and a scarlet stain on the white sheet beneath their buttocks. 

It would be difficult for anyone to imagine the panic that seized hold of 
me one morning when I woke to find blood trickling down between my 
thighs. I can still remember the deathly pallor of my face in the mirror. My 
arms and legs were trembling violently and it appeared to me as though the 
disaster which had frightened me for so long was now a fact. That somehow, 

In the dark of night, a man had crept into my room while I was sleeping and 
succeeded in causing me harm. This eventuality had never left my thoughts 
and each night, before going to bed, I used to close the window overlooking 
Llie street as tightly as possible. 

An amusing aspect of this situation is that on the previous day at school 
we had been given a lesson on the subject of bilharzia. This is a parasitic 
disease that infects the urinary tracts of rural folk in Egypt. At one of its 
stages in the life cycle,.the parasite lodges in the soft tissues of a water snail, 
and is released into the water of streams and canals where it penetrates the 
body by piercing the skin of the legs. One of tire symptoms of tins disease is 
blood in the urine and it occurred to me that I might have become infected 
with it, which would explain the red trickle emanating from the opening 
between my thighs. 

I was then ten years old and thought that, if this was so, all I had to do 
was to wait until the disease cured itself. But the flow of blood did not stop. 

On the contrary, it increased from hour to hour and on the following day I 
was obliged to overcome the fear and shame that possessed me and speak to 
my mother. I asked her to take me to a doctor for treatment. To my utter sur¬ 
prise she was calm and cool and did not seem to be affected by her daughter s 
serious condition. She explained this was something that happened to all girls 
and that.it recurs every month for a few days. On the lai Ldny-whe-n4h e41o-w 
ceased, I was to cleanse mv self of th isAu nuur-e^ood^y ihaving-OioffKafEIlHerZ-. 
wnTTIs eCbhch-in-mv~emy~ 3 mun tlxly~condition’, ‘a hot bath’ to rid me of the- 

l imDuivhto^d 4 7l^'S _ tteTefofOoSSixsimLcLthcLtJnmiehher-exv-axS-somethdng-^ 

dejpl idmg^^ d r e guk LbLjn J:h ,e Jhrm-Q-iUhisd^ 

it was sorpething to be ashamed o f, to hid e from others. So I stayed in my room 
for fouf consecutive days, uhaEIeto face anybody. When I opened the door on 
my way to the bathroom, I would look around to make sure that nobody was 
In sight, and before returning I would wash the floor carefully as though 
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removing the marks of a recent crime, and under my arms and between my 
legs, several times, to make sure that no smell of this impure blood remained. 

These incidents are typical of the life of Arab girls who are brought up in 
an atmosphere of sexual fear and kept in ignorance of their reproductive 
organs and of the natural physiological functions carried out by different 
parts of the body. Girls are made to feel the difference between themselves 
and boys from early childhood. A brother can go out and play and jump 
around. But a girl must remain indoors, and, if her skirt rises just one 
centimetre above the prescribed level, her mother will throw threatening 
glances at her and put her to shame.' 

Her thigh is a source of evil, a taboo that must be hidden from sight. From 
a young age a girl is made to feel that her body is something impure, obscene 
and must remain invisible, unseen. Newspapers, magazines and th e mass media 
instil religious conce ptions that por tr^TTEefem aleTo dyTs an o bscenity that~ 
rirouldbejhidde n caref pJ IyrQnly -tlle^ face and palms' of the hand shohld^ 
i , a PP®arand-, for this reason, many^Si"takelo the"weaTingrpf'veilsf^" 

I V ' Yet despite theserngid anh"o^odbxTe^hings which denysexln the life 
of a girl and aim at moulding her into an asexual being, a parallel and contra¬ 
dictory educational process is going on all the time which seeks to make her 
an instrument of sex and a mere body which should be adorned and made 
s beautiful so as to attract men and arouse their desire. A girl is trained, again 
{fro m early childhood, to be almost wholly pre occupied wifFTher body, her 
hair,Tier eyel^hesjjmd clotlie_^ at fhe’expem^fller.mindmndlhoughts* and 
P er future as a h uman being. Arab girls are reared for the role of marri age _ 

1 whichJHKe s upremelunction of women in soci ety, whereas education, work 
and a career are considered secondary matters which should in no way divert 
her from her primary functions as a wife whose job is to cook, serve her 
husband and look after her children. 

As a child I had to struggle against the whole family so that I could be 
permitted to read and develop my mind. I used to refuse cooking and cleaning 
in the house and insist on going to school. I would rebel against long hair, 
coloured ribbons and plaits, and wonder why my mother paid so much 
attention to my clothes and dresses. I used to surpass my brothers at school 
and gain high marks, yet nobody seemed to be happy or think of congratu¬ 
lating me. Yet if I once cooked a bad meal, everyone would criticize me. 

The moment I took refuge in my own small world of illustrated books and 
coloured pencils, my mother would drag me to the kitchen and mumble: 

‘Your future lies in marriage and you must learn to cook. 5 Your future is in 
marriage, marriage! That ugly word that my mother would never tire of 
repeating until I hated it with all my being. No sooner pronounced, I would 
imagine before my eyes a man with a swollen belly full of food. The smell of 
the kitchen for me was the smell of men. So I learnt to hate the smell of men, 
and the smell of food. 


. For me, everything my mother said seemed to be contradictory. How 
/come that she should always be warning me about sex and men, and yet 
V always be so careful about my appearance and clothes, with the sole aim of 
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making me more desirable to them? I was mortally afraid of men, and used to 
avoid them like the plague. I believed that proximity to a man could only 
bring shame and be a danger to my reputation as a good respectable girl. Yet, 
at flie same time, I felt deep inside me a tremendous force that attracted me 
to the opposite sex. The passionate songs full of yearning and love, or the 
films which we saw now and again, only served to increase my obscure desires. 
Many a time I would conjure up a scene in my mind in which an unknown 
man would hold me in his arms, and at the very next moment I would be 
Overpowered by a feeling of guilt and shame, a feeling that was magnified by 
the pleasure I derived from these daydreams. I could not understand myself 
Or assimilate the inherent contradictions in my thoughts and actions. Inside 
me there would be a burning flame and, on the outside, a picture of cool 
Indifference. 

Yet this calm indifference was not a pose. I hated men, yet somehow the 
man of my dreams was different. I could not define in what way he differed 
from other men for, in appearance, he resembled them completely. 

What I experienced as a girl, though different in some ways, is a replica oft 
tile trials that affect all girls in our society. Love and yearning are a constant | 
theme in Arab songs and films and leave a deep impression on the mental and! 
emotional make-up of a girl. At the same time she is expos ed to a-whole-- 1 
systemof tradi tional and relmou svalues. But tlieriTTomehtshe falls in love 
with a young man, her re put adonis at stake, her name is bandied around in 
a scandalous way, and she falls victim to the values of a puritanical and j 
corrupt society. 

Her fate is a hundred times worse if she happens to fall in love with a 
poor man. On the other hand if he is rich, the family may encourage the love 
affair and help her to attract the man into marriage. For decision-making in 
marriage is still largely a family matter and most fathers are still prepared to 
sell their daughters into wedlock for a good price. Parental authority is 
shamefully misused when the matter concerns daughters. The Arab family 
being highly patriarchal, both socially and legally, the authority of the father 
over his daughters isltbsolute. In the name of a good marriage young girls are 
given to old decrepit husbands just because they can pay a big dowry. 

In recent years, with the spread of consumer values, and with money 
flowing through the hands of speculators, black marketeers, oil barons etc., 
many poor girls have been sold into prostitution under the legal cover of 
arranged marriages. The case of the young girl whose father forged a birth 
certificate to show that her age was eighteen and not twelve, in order to 
marry her to an old man in exchange for a large sum of money, is no longer 
nn isolated case. 1 

Tins absolute authority enjoyed by the father permits him to act with 
Impunity and to ensure that the law is on his side, even if right is on the 
Bide of the daughter. 

As an example I would like to cite a story published in one of our morning 
newspapers under the title ‘The Court decides on divorce because the wife 
married without her father’s consent.’ The bride was over twenty-one years 
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old and had decided to marry the man she loved, without the prior consent of 
her. father. The marriage contract and ceremony were presided over by a 
maazoun (religious dignitary), according to Islamic law, in the presence of 
two witnesses. The marriage was therefore regular in both its legal and 
religious aspects. Subsequently the father initiated juridical proceedings in 
which he requested that the marriage contract be considered null and void 
because the daughter had not sought his consent. Despite the fact that the 
girl had come of age, and was therefore perfectly free to choose her own 
partner, the court nevertheless accepted the father’s plea, basing its decision 
on the fact that, according to tradition and custom in the country, the 
consent of the father is essential, and that this consideration should be 
sufficient to overrule the fact that the marriage was fully in accordance with 
the civil and religious legal provisions. (In addition, it was also current 
practice for the father, or another male member of the family like the 
uncle or brother, to represent the daughter at the wedding ceremony.) 2 

In fact the only reason why the father had opposed this marriage was the 
fact that the bridegroom belonged to a poor family and the marriage ran 
counter to the original plan of finding a rich husband for the daughter. A 
genuine attachment to human values would have required the father to be 
rebuked for his mercenary attitude which meant that, for him, the daughter 
was no more than a commodity for sale. Thus a marriage built on mutual love 
and understanding, and on a contract in complete compliance with the law, ■ 
was flouted and arbitrarily overruled by the court, in order to uphold the 
authority of a father and a social system based on class, sex and mercenary 
discrimination. 

Parents and educational systems pay lip-service to human values, to 
equality, freedom and work. But the vast majority of families, in practice, pay 
little attention to these values when a decision has to be taken on the 
marriage of a daughter. Here tradition, custom, class and money remain the 
overriding considerations. 

Since the fifties, there have been enlightened Arab men and women who 
have expended great efforts to change the backward traditions and unjust 
laws that govern the life and destiny of women. Their contribution to progress 
has brought with it whatever rights women now enjoy. Nevertheless a long 
road lies ahead, for women are still deprived of many essential human rights. 
The social forces that oppose true equality for women still have recourse to 
moral and religious values. And yet everyday these very values are violated on 
the screens of cinemas and television sets, and on die posters of commercial 
advertisements, the pages of political and social studies and through floods of 
pornographic literature and a never ending stream of songs and radio broad¬ 
casts. And yet here again the men who represent these social forces remain 
silent, and sometimes even participate openly or indirectly in propagating 
ideas which are the negation of the principles they profess. 

These double standards in the moral attitudes and values of Arab society 
are characteristic of the present situation. The life of individuals and of society 
as a whole is shot through with deep contradictions:— 
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1, A rush of films that depend for their attraction on sexual stimulation, vulgar j 
dances, nakedness and disguised pornography. The same tendency is reflected 
In T.V. programmes, magazines, advertisements etc. 

2 , An orchestrated religious campaign spreading rapidly to all means of 
Communication and which permeates every aspect of educational, cultural 
ond informational activity. As part of this campaign, young girls in Egypt are 
reverting to the veil, there is a growing crescendo voicing demands for ‘a 
return to Islamic law’, ‘prohibition’, ‘the woman’s place is at home 5 , ‘punish 
Immoral women’. 

3 , Parallel with this religious campaign, moral looseness in all spheres of life 
ifi also a noticeable phenomenon: disguised forms of prostitution that involve 
girls in schools and universities and a noticeable increase in the white slave 
trade, sometimes covered up by false marriage certificates, etc. 

For with the rapid infiltration of commercial values the barriers construc¬ 
ted by religious and moral standards are easily swept away, and in the com¬ 
mercial race women’s bodies are an important commodity and a source of 
'super profits’. 

This fundamental hypocrisy in contemporary Arab society inevitably has 
its victims, and women above all are made to suffer, perhaps more than ever 
before. They are crushed in the mill of contradiction between lip service to 
traditional religious and moral precepts, and the invasion of their lives by 
vested political and economic interests whose first and foremost aim is profit 
at any cost, and in the shortest possible time. 

Arab women are sacrificed on the altars of God and Money from the 
moment of birth to the hour of death. Children are made to suffer more than 
their elders, poor people more than the rich, women more than men and 
those that are ruled more than those who wield die reins of power. For, in 
Order to fight back in a society torn by such contradictions, a person must 
bo armed either with money, or authority, or masculinity, or legal backing, 

Or age. If deprived of all such weapons, they will be helpless in the face of 
powerful and furious forces, rushing on blindly to crush those who are 
defenceless. 

It is not difficult to imagine what can be die fate of a female illegitimate 
child born in poverty when faced with a society where such blind forces are 
being let loose. Death is perhaps a merciful end when compared with the life 
that faces such a child, born by a will over which she has no control. 

A female child, even if legitimate, will remain underprivileged as compared 
With her brother. To this day most families, whether urban or rural, are 
happy at/the birth of a male child and disappointed when the child is a girl. 

A daughter does not bring with her the advantages of a son. The son 
carries the name of his family and provides it with continuity, whereas a girl 
ends up as a member of her husband’s family. A daughter may become a 
iource of dishonour, for honour is still closely linked with premarital virginity 
ond fidelity to the husband after marriage. 
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8. The Illegitimate Child and 
the Prostitute 


In its essence real honour is in contradiction with all forms of slavery, subjuga- ' 
lion and imposition, and with all forms of trade and commercialization of y 
human beings, whether they be slaves, women, or children. True honour is 
fundamentally against transforming a human being into an instrument, or an L ' 1 Q 
object, or a commodity for sale. The m arriage customs and lawsJ hJlowecLin— 
our patriarchal and class society ar£The negation oftrue honour, for they have / 
lian&formedwvtTTfimTnfo m erchandise, which can be bought in exchange fo r / 

a dowryI ndloiairtEe Trice of an alimony. Soms.^.Z. 

foriiofliing, and we only have to read the text of.Ar.ticle..6X.o£Jhe...CQ^Hi(2ti_.Z... 

. 

article says: 

No alimony is liable to a wife if she refuses to yield herself to her husband! \ 
and is not within her rights when so doing, or is obliged to refuse herself J p 
to him for a reason which is not inherent in the husband himself. She is / 
also not entitled to an alimony if put in jail, even though unjustly, or in a \ ! 
concentration camp, or if she is the victim of a rape, or.if&he-changesjier j Jj 
religion, , or if prevented from living with her husband by her parents, or / h 
if she is suffering from any condition wliich might prevent the husband j fj 
from utihzing her as a wife, [he]. 


The term ‘not utilizabl e as a wife’ lays bare the true nature of the relation- 
ship whtelTexists between a man and a woman after ma rriage. It is a relation - 
ship built o n the utiKzationoFihe woman by the man, on her exploitatioiTBy 
him,'in a manner which is more inhuman than the exploitation by a land- 
owneTofTiTs labourers or a master of -his slave. The master was expected to 
treatldlZaveiniie latter fehslck/but a wife has no rights and can be treated,, 
or is very^often treated, much worse than a slave or a labourer, since she works 
In her husband’s house and serves Ms children without being given any pay. If 
site should happen to fall seriously ill the husband can, according to the 
marriage law, send her back to her parents, since he is not legally responsible 



for ensuring that she receives the necessary care. 

The phenomenon of ‘illegiti mate’ cMldren stands out in Mstory as o ne of 
the crimes committed by the patriarchal class system. Some of the more 
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advanced capita list countries have been o bliged to face this pro blem by 
iitstTtifttngnrh-e^yntenrof adoption which has now become quite common in 
some'WesTerjn^Tmtrfe-^lus change runs paraiM^WToilolvsTQie^“increased 
participation of women in the active labour force and their tendency to 
move more and more out of the home and take up paid work. The'law in 
some of these countries, therefore, accords them the right to give their names 
to their children and thus spare them the misery from which illegitimate 
ichildren used to suffer before. Economic rights help to change the status of 
jwomen and to make them equal to men so that even their name receives an 
/equal standing and is sufficient to carry with it ‘honourability’, social 
approval and legal rights to the children; 

^ Isl amic soci eties do not permit adoption, and.a child cannot ever give 
^roof of its parentage by referring to ado ptio n. Islam insists that every c hild 
_nist b_ejittrihuie.d_to-itsTatlier-and-states--that-those--whom-y-oruoiLLy_de.clare 
(’tqJ^yo_uimMdren cannot be c,onsidered-so, for.thatis_only-WQrd„ofmouth. 
y Allah, speaks the'truth and shows you the right path ... Relate them to their 
(fathers for that is more acceptable to Allah. If you do not know their 
fathers, however, relate them to your brothers in religion.’ 1 


Tunisia, however, has forged ahead in this area by establishing a system of 
adoption, whereas the law in other Islamic Arab countries still forbids it. In 
Morocco, for example, the Family Law peremptorily declares that ‘Adoption 
has no juridical value, and does not lead to any of the effects of affiliation 
[son and daughter] ’. 2 

Many illegitimate children were born as a result of the sexual freedom 
enjoyed in Islamic societies. The laws of affiliation by which descent from 
parents is regulated were therefore obliged to encompass and draw into the 
fold of legitimacy a large number of these victims. Hie substance and the 
letter of the marriage laws and their logical and juridical basis have thus to 
be openly flouted. The affiliation of a child to its father, according to Islamic 
legislation, can therefore be decided in one of the following ways:— 

1. Sexual intercourse with a woman who is legally the man’s wife. 

2. Inferred or suspected sexual intercourse with a woman. 

\ 3. The confession or acknowledgement of the man. 

I 4. If trustworthy people bear witness that the child is that of a particular 
man. 


A Legally Sound Marriage Contract 

If a man has had sexual intercourse with his wife and ejaculated in such a 
way that part of the semen could have reached the uterus (or if he spent some 
time alone with her in a situation which fulfils the conditions of the Sunnite 
rites), and if a minimum pregnancy time of six months has elapsed from the 
date of intercourse, and if the woman has not surpassed the maximum period 
of pregnancy, which is one year from that date (two years in the Hanafi 
theological school and four years for the Shafei’s and the Maliki’s), then the 
child is that of the man. 3 

By laying down this ruling, Islamic society tried to reduce the number of 
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illegitimate children as much as possible. Another idea that reinforced this 
tendency was the concept of what was known as the ‘sleeping child’, built 
Oil the Islamic saying, ‘a child is the son of the bedding’, and which also . 
Conformed with the Prophet’s dictum: ‘the child is of the bedding’. Two 
explanations were put forward for this saying. The first maintained that it 
Indicated a new need to affiliate the child to the father whereas the custom 
previously had been to seek the line of descent from the mother. The second 
WAS built on the assumption that any child bom of a married woman had to 
be automatically considered the child of her husband. The Imam Abou 
Htmifa maintained that a marriage contract alone, irrespective of its period 
Of duration, was sufficient to indicate that any child bom of the woman was 
from the husband. Even if a married woman had a child in the absence of the 
husband,' an absence which could last as much as four years, he was still 
considered legally the father. In the same way, if a woman gave birth to a 
child only three or four months after marriage, the husband was again named 
BS the father. Such a child received the appellation ‘sleeping child’. 

However, modem scientific knowledge about the normal length of 
pregnancy and the number of months during which an embryo can remain 
alive in the womb of its mother, as well as the large number of both legiti¬ 
mate and illegitimate children who were being born, led Islamic Arab society 
to discard the concept of ‘the sleeping child’. 

Until 1929, Egyptian society followed the teachings of Abou Hanifa who 
considered that any child born of a married woman should be attributed to 
her husband, and that the marriage contract was alone sufficient to prove the 
fatherhood and parentage of the child. This later changed and the condition 
laid down by the three Imams, Ahmed Ibn Hanbal, El Shafei and Malik, 
namely proof that intercourse had taken place between husband and wife or 
that it had possibly taken place, was added in determining the parentage of 
a child. 

Tunisia and Morocco have also rejected the idea of ‘the sleeping child’ in 
their modern legislation. One of the articles in the Moroccan Family Law 
stipulates that: 

The maximum dur-ation of pregnancy is one year calculated from the date 
of repudiation (divorce) or death [of the husband]. If at the end of the 
period of one year, there is still some doubt as to the pregnancy, the case 
will be submitted to a judge by the interested party. The judge will then 
consult experts from the medical profession. 4 
') 

Affiliation through Legalized Adultery 

If a man has sexual intercourse with a woman to whom he is married without 
knowing that she is not really his wife, or with a woman forbidden to him 
although he thought she was his wife, or with a woman whom he has married 
by contract without realizing that legally she cannot become his wife, and if, 
as a result of one of these sexual relations, the woman becomes pregnant, no 
adultery is considered to have been committed by the couple, since at the 
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time of their relationship they were ignorant of the fact that they were not 
really married. The child then is legally attributed to the man and he is 
considered the legal father. 5 [It is implied, of course, that the father recognises 
his marriage with the woman, and the child born of this marriage.] 
v The above stipulations demonstrate how lenient towards the sexual free¬ 
ze . dom °f men most Islamic laws are. A man can have relations with any woman 
who is not his wife, without being considered to have committed adultery, 

9 fj and be the legal father of the child that ensues from this relation, on condition 
that at the time he believed that the woman was really his wife! Is such a 
1 situation possible? It is true that all sorts of things can happen, but the least 
we can say is that a case like this must be very difficult to come across. It is 
possible for a man to have sex with a woman and not know whether she is his 
wife or not? Perhaps, under the influence of drink, but no provision for 
alcohol is made in Islam since in any case it is haram (forbidden). 

If a man can be in such a state that he cannot differentiate between his 
wife and'another woman, is it not possible to conceive of a woman, in her 
turn, being unable to tell her husband from another man? Is it not possible to 
allow for such a situation with women especially, since according to religious 
teaching they are inferior in mind and religious conviction, whereas men are 
provided with a greater degree of reason and wisdom, and therefore less liable 
to lose track of what they are doing? 

If we follow this reasoning to its logical conclusion, it means that any man 
who practises sexual relations with a woman other than his wife can escape 
the accusation of adultery merely on the grounds that he did not realize who 
the woman really was at the time. If this is so, to whom then will the law on 
adultery be applicable? 

Confession or Acknowledgement of the Man 

Affiliation of children to their parents may be determined by acknowledge¬ 
ment, that is if the man declares that he is the father of the child and if there 
is no other man to dispute his claim. The child need not acquiesce to this 
fatherhood if he or she is still small, but once grown up, such acquiescence 
is essential. 

Thus it is that an unmarried man without a wife can still have legitimate 
children. A woman in the same situation, however, does not have the same 
privileges. The children born of her relationship with a man who is not her 
husband will be considered illegitimate unless he confesses to being the father, 
and on condition that no other man competes with him for the child or 
children. 

Trustworthy Witnesses 

Lines of descent in general, and the parentage of children in particular, can be 
determined if trustworthy witnesses agree to give testimony. These witnesses 
are usually two in number. So if two brothers testify that a child is the son 
of their dead brother, that is sufficient evidence. The two trustworthy 
witnesses in this case are male members of the family. On the other hand, 
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testimony of the woman who gave birth to the child is not considered valid. 

If the man is accorded the right to testify to his fatherhood, he is also given 
exactly the same prerogative in denying his parentage of a child, even if it is 
only a question of doubt as far as he is concerned. A man who is sure that he 
Ifl not the father of a particular child is compelled, according to religious law, 
to deny his parentage. It is strictly forbidden for him to claim to be father of 
a child whom he knows has definitely been born of another father. 

A husband may deny his fatherhood if a child is bom earlier than six 
months after sexual intercourse with the woman or later than the maximum 
time limit for a full term pregnancy (usually considered as one year). If, 
however, the child has not been born earlier than the minimum or later than 
the maximum of these periods, and if the marriage contract with the woman 
Is a permanent one, then the way of denying his parenthood of the child is 
by a procedure of repudiation called La’an (derived from Lan which means 
‘curse’). 6 This procedure consists in the father sending a complaint to the 
legal mler (the religious-political leader) in his region or area, denying his 
fatherhood of the child, upon which the ruler will ask him to stand before 
him and testify to the fact. He must repeat four times: T testify before 
Allah, that I am telling the tmth when I maintain that this child is not of me 
[of my issue]After having repeated these words the requisite number of 
times, he is supposed to add: ‘May I be accursed by Allah if I lied when I 
accused my wife, and said that the child was not mine. 5 After the husband has 
born witness, it is the turn of the wife. In conformity with thepns tractions 
of the ruler, she is supposed to say four times: C I swear to Allah that my 
husband is lying when he accuses me of adultery.’ Then, after having com¬ 
pleted her testimony, she is supposed to say: ‘May Allah’s wrath smite me if 
my husband is tellin g the truth.’ / 

Judgement is then passed as a result of the La’an. Such a judgement may 
include denial of the man as parent of the child and perpetual separation 
between the man and the woman concerned. 7 

According to these Islamic kgaLraav isiQns. it is clear that npt jmly-am- 
unmarried'manv bhf everTa husband, can repudiate Ms own son, bom of his 


wife, "i f !TeTnmidTu^peat ^thewT(ntis~dr~th e-Ladarz-f 

Tins- c-andrappen-evenriffhe ma rriage contract is perfectly in order, the _ 
minimtrrrnm of pregnancy are in consonanc e with what is 

re quifed~5yf]he law. arid' eVenirtKewite swears to tll^TacT tha fthe j3laiLdJs 
bls'TynH-TirrnTm^ ruler who passes judgement on both of them is a 

man, ahdnofh "woman. gmjrilTe"society within which he oper ates is male 

"TheEeve-a-womah/ 
uLreligious 
1 


and stru,...-- - 

and place the lie with the maii?.^ mpnjjmthe^ns-qfdLeJa^a ^ 
custom, is muc h closerA oT-herirn^andurgasoryhard^ha-Hs-righL^anc^ 
womaitmucK more prone t o lies a nd deceit.andTo-a-lack-of-undeistanding 

andmwardnessrAnd"yet7"as we saw earlier, it was the man who showed a. 

strange lack of awareness when the point in question was his right to have 
sexual relations with a woman, other than his wife, and his right to accept or 
repudiate the parentage of a child bom as a result of sexual relations within 
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or outside the framework of marriage. 

The procedure of La’an permits a man to deny his fatherhood of a child 
simply because he is assailed by doubts about the loyalty of his wife, and the 
laws of parentage give the man an absolute right to refuse to give his name to 
a child just because he had not signed a marriage contract with the mother. 

The law punishes a woman forc^mllting-adultex-ynnu ch, more beavjly^ 
than If dohs'amnnrln-Egyprt t could be a maximum prison 

^ i£^c^rmi]^T^£sid^^^^e^^^hhk^fejnivihgMthJrimrKven 

ifheUcaught having sexual relations with another woman in the very same 
house, his sentence cannot exceed six months 5 imprisonment. 8 Usually the 
woman alone is punished, since infidelity in a woman towards her husband is 
branded by the law, by custom and by religious precepts as an inexcusable 
crime. The disloyalty of a husband towards his wife, however, is looked upon 
much more lightly, and can even be tacitly permitted by law, custom and 
religous precepts. Adultery in a woman has dangerous consequences for the 
established system; it may lead to confusion between the descendants and in 
inheritance, both of which together constitute the cornerstone of the 
patriarchal system. 

A ccording to Egyptian law, if a man is caught in sexual intercourse with a 
prosTifuf e he is not put injailTb ut i slTi^ "asr3^iTmrer?r ?^^— 
shej£j5pnTericn3_to-aj£xm^ such kinds of inequality 

exist no law, can be_j u^friIhex(Toxe-all--the-1.aw.s,tliaLare pronirijgatpH within 
the fram ework of the patri archal system with the aim of regulating t he 
re lation shi p,between mahand woman areTor cibly unjust. 

Prostitution means sexual intercourse between a man and a woman aimed 
at satisfying the man’s sexual and the woman’s economic needs. It is obvious 
that sexual needs, even in a male dominated system, are not as urgent and 
important as economic needs which, if not satisfied, lead to disease and death. 
Yet society considers the woman’s economic need as less vital than the man’s 
| sexual one. This situation can only arise where inequality exists. The needs of 
the rulers or owners of property will always be more important than the 
needs of those who are ruled over by others, or of people who are mere 
wage-earners. The need of the master for recreation or pleasure is more vital 
than the need of the servant or slave for food or sleep. The need of the ruling 
classes for colour television is much greater than the need of the rural masses 
for pure water. The need of a man.for sexual pleasure is more important than 
the need of his wife for food or medical care, and more vital than the need of 
a prostitute for a loaf of bread or for clothing with which to cover her body. 
She can therefore be put in jail, while he must go free and be enabled to 
continue his quest for other women. 

| Historically, prostitution started with the patriarchal system, with the 
division of society into landowners and slaves. At the same time there arose 
the earliest regulation of sexual relations through primitive forms,of marriage. 
Prostitution in fact is the opposite face of the coin to marriage. Men needed 
marriage to identify their children, but they also wanted to give free rein to 
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their sexual desires. The chastity belt and marital fidelity were therefore 
Imposed on women alone. It is indeed fascinating to follow how man was 
able to condone his going to a woman other than his wife. In order to do this 
he cloaked his desire behind the mask of religion and made out of sex with 
the prostitute a religious rite and an act of sanctity. 

Later on, the ruler or the King was the representative of God on earth 
and in some countries it was his right to have the first night with every virgin 
who was getting married. 9 To this very day the Sheikh ruling one of the Arab 
countries is provided with a virgin for one night every month, after which he 
never sees her again. Subsequently the male members of the upper-class 
families compete for the hand of this young woman because she has had the 
signal honour of having slept with the Sheikh and because she is, as a result 
of this event, the recipient of a very substantial allowance. 

In Europe, during the Middle Ages, it became the right of the feudal lord 
to spend the first night with any young girl who was getting married if her 
family were living on his property or if the man she was marrying happened 
to be one of Iris serfs. The feudal lord was accorded this right by the King, 

Ruler or Prince. This system of the first night was known in Latin as Jus 
Pmnae Noctus . 10 

Among certain tribes it was the function of the father to deflorate a? 

tlie young girl on her wedding night. He was thus able to satisfy his sexual 
passion for a young girl under the guise of a religious ceremony or ritual. The 
Babylonians believed that the gods were in the habit of paying a nightly visiLp^/ 
to devout women in order to ensure that they gave birth to sons. 11 Sacred or[‘ 
religious prostitution continued to be practised until the 4th Century A.D., \ 
but in the year 325 A.D. the Emperor Constantine abolished it by decree. 

In Ancient Egypt the noble families used to choose the most beautiful of 
dieir daughters and bestow them as a gift on the God Amoun whose temple 
was in Thebes. As. the years passed and the young girl grew into an older 
woman, incapable of giving satisfaction to the priests, she was relieved of her 
duties amidst great marks of respect and ceremonial rites, was married to a 
man in the community and was welcomed in the most elevated of homes and 
families. These sacred prostitutes constituted a class of high priestesses and 
were known as the Harem (or Women) of the God Amoun. 12 

Sacred or temple prostitution has continued to exist during our present 
era in certain countries such as India and Japan. The temples in certain parts 
of India still accept girls who have agreed to devote their lives to the service 
of the gods, and allow them to live in the precincts of the. temple where they 
carry out various functions. Some of these young women are chosen for the 
purpose of secretly satisfying the sexual needs of the priests and others even 
undertake to cater for a certain number of influential visitors or pilgrims. 

Fathers in ancient Phoenecia used to offer their daughters to visitors as a 
token of welcome. This form of prostitution was known and spread to 
Europe, continuing until the Middle Ages. Governments had a special category 
of prostitutes to look after important visitors for which purpose certain 
Municipal or Town Councils in the 14th Century used to run special houses. 
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Even today, in most countries of the East and West, as well as in Arab 
countries, there are various agencies operated by the state, such as intelligence 
agencies, special police forces (secret police, political police etc.) and embassies, 
which continue to use prostitution for obtaining information, influencing 
people and winning them over to certain points of view, blackmailing them 
etc. 13 Women are offered to special guests, political personalities and others 
and sometimes this is almost a routine procedure as, for example, in some of 
the Asian countries. 

Houses of prostitution have continued throughout Ere ages to fulfil 
functions which appear vital to patriarchal society for at no time in history 
have they disappeared. In the early part of the period when Christianity 
spread over the whole of Europe, vestiges of a religious relationship between 
prostitution and the church still survived. 14 

A study of the history of prostitution, and of the changes that have 
affected moral and religious values in relation to the social and economic 
system, greatly enhances our understanding of the factors which have led to 
the subjection of women and the social and economic oppression to which 
certain classes in society are exposed and the motivating forces which have 
contributed so much towards shaping relations between the sexes. 

For example, Ere oppression of women in India was so severe and cruel 
that until very recently it was customary to burn Eie widow alive after her 
husband’s death. Even today, isolated cases occur where a widow is prevailed 
upon by social pressures to burn herself after Ere loss of her husband. The 
priests used to insist that this was the right thing to do, especially when the • 
widow was rich, since her money according to law would pass to the temple! 

In all ages it has been possible for people to change the system of marriage 
and the relationships between the sexes according to economic necessities 
wiErout having any qualms about the question of moral standards or values. 
During periods of widespread poverty and stringency, parents are allowed to 
rid themselves of chEdren by killing them, abortion becomes rife, sexual 
relations outside marriage stricEy prohibited, while people are encouraged not 
1 to marry, or to marry and practise birth control. Society is, and always has 
been, capable of choosing from religion those values that are consonant with 
Jand serve to fulfil its economic interests. When there is a period of relative 
prosperity and labour is scarce, things change again and people are encouraged 
to have lots of offspring, whether inside or outside the marriage relationship. 

In certain areas of Southern India, I visited poor tribal communities who 
forbade polygamy and allowed polyandry so that a woman would have more 
than one man, but each man had to be satisfied with only one woman. Thus 
a number of men, often brothers, became the husbands of one woman. This 
served a double purpose: it reduced expenditure and limited the number of 
children. Polyandry, was widespread for relatively long periods in history, 
but the economic reasons for its prevalence used to vary according to circum¬ 
stances. In Eie Arab region before Islam and in the Spartan Republic-of 
Ancient Greece, the law allowed a woman to have several husbands, on 
condition that she only had one child. The excess children in Sparta were 
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killed off by the state, buried alive in the cemetery called Taigitos. 

The inhabitants of Ancient Greece were allowed to practise all conceivable 
types of extra-marital sexual relations on condition that they had no delet¬ 
erious effect on the wealth of the husband and did not lead to his inheritance 
falling into the hands of people from a lower social class or going to Eie 
children of another man. 

In Roman society it was the man’s right to adopt a son whose mother was 
unknown, the boy then becoming his legal son. The woman, however, could 
not adopt a boy whose fatherhood was not known. The reasons for this 
differentiation were purely economic and were related to questions of 
property and inheritance. 

When the prolonged war between Athens and Sparta broke out at the end 
of the 5th Century B.C., it devoured a large number of men who had been 
absent from their homes for a long time, and who had left behind women 
living on their own. Thereupon the men who had not gone to war, but 
remained behind, started to think of some way that would allow them to have 
sexual relations with these women. Within a relatively short space of time 
ideas that called for, and defended, sexual freedom for women were being 
widely proclaimed and Eie best brains actively sought for plausible arguments 
in support of this new cause. Among Eiem was Eie famous physician of 
Ancient Greece, Hippocrates, the father of medicine, who conveniently 
discovered that the womb needed continuous nourishment from the man 
(till then no man had evinced any particular interest in the fate of the uterus) 
and that if it were deprived of this necessary nourishment, Eie woman was 
liable to be seized with a nervous condition winch he called ‘hysteria’ (derived 
from the Greek word for womb). Women before that time had lived in a 
condition of almost continuous sexual deprivation, but nobody had thought 
of the need to keep them satisfied. However now, as a result of this new 
terrible disease called hysteria, the non-combatants who were left behind, or 
who had chosen to stay in order to pay attention to the more important 
affairs of state, once more decided to sacrifice themselves for a noble cause, 
and enter into sexual relations with the unfortunate women who had been 
left on their own, and whose health would be in dire danger if no way were 
found of satisfying their sexual needs in time. The sexual needs of the men, 
of course, were not a matter taken into account! 

At the time when the chastity belt was in vogue for women, especially 
during the Middle Ages, simultaneously sexual licence and prostitution spread 
like a prairie fire. Most husbands travelled widely, and often, in those days, 
for commerce had become a lucrative occupation and more and more 
families were turning to trade. Commercial travellers and merchants perforce 
had to leave their wives on their own and so man’s ingenuity invented the 
chastity belt, made of iron. It was worn over the external genital organs of 
Eie woman and locked by the loving hands of thediusband with a key which 
he carried away with him in his pocket. No doubt the feel of the key between 
his fingers helped to set his mind at rest, and allowed him to concentrate on 
Ere difficult job of making money, now Eiat the property left behind was 
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safely guarded. 

However, a close analysis of merchant travels will show that very often the 
time and energy devoted by the husband during his travels to sexual enter¬ 
tainment with mistresses and prostitutes was more than that which he expended 
on his commercial activities. But this did not have to worry him unduly, since 
the children who might be bom of such relations could not ever claim a share 
in his inheritance. 

Men of religion, and priests, in their turn, were no less active in so far as 
sexual preoccupations were concerned. Immorality became widespread, the 
number of prostitutes multiplied at a vertiginous rate and hordes of illegitimate 
children were born. Those wearing the frock of the monk and the friar, or 
the flowing robes of the priest, despite the fact that they had taken an oath of 
lifetime chastity and renunciation of worldly pleasures, contributed with 
distinction to the sexual orgies that characterized these Middle or Dark Ages. 
The time came when the prostitute became an inseparable part of life and 
society, a necessity that could not be foregone, either in peace or war. 

Politicians and mlers realized very early that it was not possible to muster 
an army, to ensure that it confronted the enemy with fortitude, and to 
conserve the health of its soldiers, if their sexual needs were not adequately 
taken care of. It therefore became the duty of those who raised and comman¬ 
ded these armies, not only to ensure that they were provided with arms, 
ammunition, food and clothing, but also to supply them with hundreds and 
even thousands of prostitutes, upon whom they could throw themselves with 
frenzy before the battle or after it was over. Therefore it is said that prosti¬ 
tution as a profession prospered and flourished extensively during the period 
of the successive Crusades. It was indeed gratifying to think that women were 
able to contribute so effectively to these wars, fought so ardently for a Holy 
Cause, namely that of opening the routes captured by the Arabs to the traders 
of Europe. In one year alone, the Cmsades had to pay the expenses of food 
and shelter for over 13,000 prostitutes. When the war was over European 
society was faced with a new problem, namely that of again providing food 
and shelter to a veritable army of these women. 

Many priests were engaged in running houses of prostitution during this 
period in Europe’s history. Among them was a man called Menez of whom it 
was said that ‘the number of prostitutes in the houses owned by him was 
equal to the number of books he had in his library’. 15 

It was natural that with these developments venereal disease should spread 
very widely and take on the form of an epidemic which constituted a mortal 
danger to the health of almost all communities. One of the European 
Emperors of the time made a solemn declaration in which he proclaimed that 
these diseases were a manifestation of God’s wrath against the people who 
had flouted religion and surrendered to the devil of sex. 

The real causes of this disease were as yet unknown and therefore it was 
attributed to the women and appropriately named the ‘disease of Venus’ 

(after Venus the Greek Goddess of Love). Later on, the same nomenclature 
was used for all venereal diseases, including gonorrhoea and syphilis which 
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are known in Europe today as venereal diseases (Venere-Venus). 

Thus, once more,.just as sex and sin were attributed to Eve, diseases that 
ipread as a result of sexual relations were attributed to Venus. Man remained 
pure and innocent, whereas women continued to be the source of evil, sin 
and disease. 

Throughout the Middle Ages prostitution continued to be an integral part 
of social life. In the year 1414 when the Emperor Sigismund, at the head of 
Ms army, paid a visit to Berne, in Switzerland, the doors of the houses of 
prostitution were thrown wide open to receive him and his troops, as a 
resounding indication of the welcome which was considered his due, upon 
which the Emperor stood up amidst the general festivities and thanked the 
respectable higher authorities for their warm hospitality. 16 

In the 18th Century, when there began to develop the system which is 
known today as the police, houses of prostitution were placed under the 
supervision of this new state apparatus. This was more than a natural develop¬ 
ment, since the ruling class wished to exercise effective supervision over the 
Institution it had created for its own purposes to ensure, since this was a partic 
Marly sensitive area, that it did not get out of control. The next step was to 
pass a series of laws regulating the practice of prostitution and ensuring the 
necessary medical supervision so that venereal disease did not infect the men 
who'spent their nights with the prostitutes. In addition, there was no reason 
why the prostitutes should not pay towards the upkeep of the state that was 
looking after their interests, and so, with time, this profession was in its turn 
made to pay taxes. Government was convinced that prostitution was a profit¬ 
able occupation and that, as the supreme authority exercising its power and 
dominion.in the name of the ruling class, there was no reason why it should 
not get its share of these super profits, even if they were the fruit of sin and 
debasement. The state felt no shame in plunging its fingers into the handbags 
of the prostitutes, just as the pimps do today. Any who attempted to escape 
from paying her dues soon landed in jail convicted of the crime of practising 
prostitution! 

The number of prostitutes multiplied rapidly as a result of the almost 
limitless need of husbands for sexual relations outside marriage, the growing 
realization among women that their value was greater, and their price 
higher, on the prostitution market than on the marriage market, and the 
increasing degree of poverty which accompanied more extensive and more- 
organized class exploitation. This widespread prostitution, coupled with its 
Venereal consequences’ which had begun to take on alarming proportions, 
itself became_a danger to the economy of society, and to the health of its 
members. As a result, governments began to promulgate legislation which 
made prostitution illegal. 

In Egypt prostitution was legal and supervised by the state until the year 
1951, when the government decided to prohibit it. Today prostitution in 
most Arab countries is illegal, although it is carried on clandestinely, or 
sometimes even openly. A prostitute is safe if she is under the protection of 
the police or of somebody with influence. Prison is her fate only if she is poor 
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or if she refuses to comply with the wishes of the police or someone else in 
power. 

All these victims, whether prostitutes, abandoned women or illegitimate 
children, are sacrificed at the altar of a male dominated patriarchal civilization, 
be it in the West or the East, a civilization where man is God and decides how 
best to satisfy his interests, his desires and his whims. What can be more 
disconcerting than the fact that a man who towered high above the heads of 
others in modern society, a genius like Picasso, should have left a fortune 
calculated at around £140,000,000, and yet have decided in his will to deprive 
two of his illegitimate children, the girl Paloma and the boy Claude whose 
mother Francoise Gilot — was his mistress, of their right to a share in 
the inheritance? 17 
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9. Abortion and Fertility 


Reproduction of children, like any other form of production in society, is 
Influenced by the economic system as well as by nutritional and material 
resources. If such resources become scarce in comparison with the number of 
Inhabitants, society impelled by its fear of hunger or death will allow what 
was strictly forbidden, and even considered unholy before, in order to restore 
tile balance between material production and human reproduction. This it 
does in one of two ways: either by increasing the level of production of 
material and nutritional resources, or by reducing the number of births and so \ 
of children. 

In ancient times, science and technology had not advanced far enough to 
be able to increase nutritional resources substantially when required, nor did 
people know much about birth control and abortion. The only solution 
therefore was to kill children after they were born. This procedure was not 
considered: in those days criminal or even immoral, but on the contrary was 
looked upon as a highly desirable and laudable act. Maternal or paternal 
feelings did not appear to stand in the way of what seems to us a very cruel 
and gruesome practice, for necessity is the midwife of behaviour. Feelings 
and emotions, like moral values, change and adapt themselves according to 
economic and social necessities. People cannot develop a real awareness of 
issues related to morals and religion until they have eaten, satisfied their 
vital needs and are more or less physically and mentally relaxed. A hungry 
man will not envisage buying a veil to cover Iris wife’s face until he has had his 
loaf of bread to eat. 

The woman’s problem lies in the fact that her body, or more precisely h er 
wnmb ATlbeT6nT\T rScet)tacle within which human life can be rep roduc ed. The 
state.' i n order to be in control of the means of reproducing human bein gsf 
and in order to submit th ese means to the interests of the economic system j 
which happensjo be in force at the time, EaTlJggrrol7l3ged.'to extehSlts 
control and subjugationfoTliat' bf^bmerrs45odteTrShe“hhrtherefofe lost theV 
real o\vnerslijD~'(Z AeFoVmAT)T yTifhavin-g:been4aken overhy the state\iMgh; 
in modern society, has i nherit ed much of the authority and functions which 
at one time were those of the father in tire primitive patriarchal systerh. 

Since most of the world’s states in more recent history have been capitalist 
or feudalist, th e body of woman has become, through the enforcement of a 
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very strict legislation, the property of the capitalist and feudal classes which 
reign over society. These laws, however, are very often changed according to 
the state’s requirements for more labour, or the opposite, to enforce policies 
that counter the growing fear resulting from a rapid increase in population. 

Sexual freedom which allows for the birth of children, whether within 
wedlock or outside of it, is considered equally virtuous and desirable in a 
married or unmarried mother living in the Swedish society of today, for 
• ( Sweden is now facing an acute shortage of people, and therefore of labour. 
However, in countries which are faced with the problem of over-population, 
^ | such as India and Egypt, the married mother (the unmarried mother here is, 

| of course, completely out of bounds) is very likely to be punished if she 
I, gives birth to more than two or three children. In Egypt today the working 
woman is deprived by law of her maternity benefits after the third child, and 
more and more voices have been raised recently wanting also to deprive her of 
other rights, such as promotion, periodic salary increase etc. if she gives 
k^birth to more than two children. 

In Tunisia and Somalia, despite the fact that they are both Islamic countries, 
abortion has been legalized as one of the means for combating high population 
Q growth. Yet in most Islamic countries abortion is still illegal, on the assump¬ 
tion that the Moslem religion considers it contrary to its principles. 

I f we study the relationship between re ligion and the state at different _ 
stage jjri hum an hiitory, a nd in dlfferentTyu eju ri socie t y, we^ili discove r"that 
it is perfectly possible fo r a single reli gion-t-o-uphold-diamet-ricallv-oppursiTTg 
Q J princiffl.^ on_c rucial iss ues. Principles and positions see m 

to vary much more with the socio-econo mi c struct ures of states Jhan-they 
do whtirffigj^gLonJnJiQxce^his is evident from the way in which the 
Christian church changed its position continuously and radically on many 
questions, to suit the transition from feudalism to capitalism. It is also power¬ 
fully illustrated by the extreme versatility of Moslem religious authorities in 
adapting their ideas and positions to the requirements of the various Arab 
governments at different periods, when the system shifted from slavery to 
feudalism, from feudalism to capitalism and then, finally, from capitalism to 
socialism. 

The Islamic religious authorities have added one more contradictory 
position to a never ending series in their attitude towards birth control and 
family planning. Some of them actually maintain that Islam approves of 
family planning and even abortion; yet others hold firmly to the position that 
• Islam not only opposes abortion, but even the utilization of contraception. 

. Gamal Abdel Nasser, in the National Charter of 1962, included a passage 
expressing the need for family planning (Tanzeem El Osra ) ‘because one of 
hie most important obstacles facing the Egyptian people in raising the level of 
production and therefore the standard of living is rapid population increase’. 

[In 1965, the Supreme Council for Family Planning was established in full 
light and hearing of the religious authorities, and not one of them raised a 
voice to oppose this Presidential Decree. On the contrary, some of them 
entered into a zealous competition and came forward with proof of the fact 
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that there were many arguments in Islam to support the practice of family 
planning. The newspapers, radio broadcasts and television, through speeches 
and Koranic verses, echoed these arguments assiduously and the governmental 
Itructure for family planning functioned regularly over a period of ten years. 
Gamal Abdel Nasser died in September 1970, that is only five years later, and 
lllddenly without warning the Constituent Assembly of the World Islamic 
Association promulgated a resolution which stigmatized family planning as 
Hamm. This resolution 1 was couched in the following terms: 


It has been proved medically that taking the drugs that are used to prevent 
pregnancy causes great harm to the mother, and to her children if they 
are born despite the use of these drugs. Various superficial arguments have 
been put forward to support birth control, such as overpopulation, the 
difficulty of providing adequate nutrition, and the low standards of 
education. All these should be ignored for the verse of the Holy Koran 
has the answer ‘Do not kill your children for fear of heresy. He will 
provide for both you and them. Your needs depend on Allah and he will 
provide them. He who avoids Allah’s wrath, Allah will find a way out for 
him, and will provide for him in a way he had not expected.’ 2 

Nevertheless the Family Planning Council in Egypt has continued to "X 
function. Certain religious authorities even oppose the above statement. And/ 
other Islamic countries have permitted birth control, such as Morocco, \ 
Tunisia, Iran, Turkey, and some of them have even gone as far as permitting J 
abortion. 

As far as the essence of Islam is concerned, th ere is nothing in the Kora n 
that supports or opposes birth contro IiH-contxa geptio n. TheXoran is ' 
considered'the primary source of Islamic jurisprudence and theological^ 
orientation. NextriffrifahFcome the7aymgrun-d“‘teuelungs-of-t-he-P-ropheri 
followed by the consensus of religious thinkers and leaders, and last of all the 
methods of inference and analogy. These are the three valid sources utilized 
as complementary to the Koran when it is desired to take a position on any 
problem. Som e of the sayings of Mahomet (A l'iadi-lhf&aE upon people to 
mult iply and re prod-uce^whexuas-o nother occasions he advises a reduction or 
lim itation in the_ numhexjo f children. Thesame applies t qAb^hinksxs ana 
legislators of Is lam. The -Gon-tr-adict-ions-or-differin g opinion s which are ] 

discermbleliTMa homet’s teaching s indicate that they were calculatecfto deal \ 
with differenrsifuarions, and were exp^essehmtrii fferentri-imes-anriin~Virying : 
contexfsrTfie^emB-ofriKe"KorairaIso very often express varymg, or even ” 
irreconcilable opinions, since here again there were differences, both as to 
time and place, when they descended on Mahomet as an inspiration from 
Heaven. Religion cannot be understood properly if it is looked upon as a 
series of isolated principles, teachings and directives sent by God, without 
attempting to see them in their interconnections with specific situations, each 
of which is characterized by its own social, economic and cultural setting. It 
is always necessary to study carefully the context in which God has spoken to 
people and explained to them what they should do. 
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At the beginning of Islam, one of Mahomet's foremost tasks was to 
estftb-lhlhthfiJ^Qs:lnm state an d~strengthen the Moslem nation. HeTEerefore 
cahedTipdiYthe^ and reproduce, sincTatlKatTimna” ■ 

superiority in- numb erswasn-souTceTTFsfrimjpK up 

powerful > ar^^M^omet^"l3d^eacfi2igs duringtfilsperiod.enjoTneS'people 
to ‘marry and multiply. For I will be proud of you among the nations on the 
day of Judgement.’ 3 He also said to the men: ‘Marry she who is affectionate 
and fertile.’ 

Some of the Moslem theologians and legislators draw support from verses 
of the Koran in order to oppose birth control and contraception, verses like 
‘Just as a camel does not carry in itself the wherewithal to live, Allah provides 
for you and it.’ 4 Or ‘Allah provides generously for those among His wor¬ 
shippers whom he sees fit to pick out.’ 5 Also, ‘Your God provides generously 
for whom He desires, for He is all powerful.’ 6 

In support of such ideas it is often mentioned that the Prophet declared 
as a certainty that on the fourth month of the development of the embryo 
in the womb of the mother, that is after one hundred and twenty days, 

‘Allah sends an Angel who takes a decision for the child’s future life in four 
crucial matters: its means of livelihood, its lifespan and a happy or unhappy 
life.’ 7 

However Ma homet was very conscious of the fact t hat nu mbers had t o be 
accompanied by good health and strengt h, and shoujcfnot result in weakn ess. 
intemaTsfrT^ mereiybe a quantitative and therefo re 

useless^dditimrThiHs-naturalhJunMng^rth^leirderofTmtitranvKb^shes 
to help the people and make them stronger so that they can overcome 
obstacles and enemies. 

In one o f his very fa mous sayi ngs Mahomet is oft en quoted as having made 
clear thaPthe greatest of catastrophies is many children and meagre sustenance’, 
Thh'plTTa^^as^ickedmp'by-tbe-Famil^Planhing CmnicilhTilig^iraYone of 

its-slogan:s™Fhe-Prophet-0n-another5ccasion iett anotlieFiumours'ayiiTg:. 

‘The nations are falling upon you just as the eaters fall upon the pot.’ So one 
of those present asked him, ‘But are we so few on such a day?’ And the 
Prophet replied, ‘No, you are many, but in shreds, like the froth of a stream.’ 8 
By this he meant that a great number of people by itself was like froth, 
thrown up by a stream of water, useless and without strength, 

At the time of Ma home t, the Mosl ems used to practise contraception by 
the methM~knowhas pre-ejaculatoryPuBPrawllif exthmalTjaoMalloh. In 
the-book-,'H?-7Siz/zf/nzf«r^abeTlrquofePas havin^saMT‘‘Atthe' time of Allah’s 
Prophet when the Koran was descending upon him from Heaven, we used 
withdrawal.’ 9 In Sahih Mossalam he said: ‘We were wont to practise with¬ 
drawal during the time of the Prophet. When he heard of this he did not 
order us to abstain from so doing.’ 10 The religious Imam,El Ghazali, is quoted 
as saying: ‘For us it is correct to say that withdrawal is allowed.’ 11 

The theologians and legislators of the Maliki school of Islam agree that 
withdrawal is permissible to prevent pregnancy, but insist on the acquiescence 
of the wife to this procedure, whatever her age. 12 
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The school which is predominant in Yemen, as mentioned by tire Imam 
Zeid Ibn Ali Zein.El Abedeen, allows withdrawal if the wife has no objection. 

In addition, the Imam Yehia Ibn Zeid supported withdrawal without reser¬ 
vation, if the aim was to prevent pregnancy. 13 

In Iraq, Pakistan, Afghanistan and Syria the most popular school of Islamic 
theology is that of Al Shia El Ga’afareya. In their writings, withdrawal aimed 
at avoiding pregnancy is condoned if agreement has been reached with the 
wife at the time of marriage. 14 

According to Mahomet, withdrawal should not be practised with a ‘free 
woman’ unless she agrees. 15 The disciples of Abdallah Ibn El Temimy (known 
as the Abadeya ) who inhabit the region of Oman in the eastern part of the 
Arabian Peninsula, and some areas of North Africa, permit withdrawal on 
condition that the wife does not object. They maintain ‘that withdrawal is 
permissible in order to escape the birth of a child, for fear of having too 
many children and causing harm to the infant...’ 

Some of the legislators^and tblnkers of Flam have permitted birth control 
by means'Pthe^^ of withdrawal. One 'of themts'fGF ffiewom an tcT 

close .the-opening- of-the^u-ter-us-to. prevent •‘water’ (semen)-from-reaching-it;-. 

so that pregnancy is avoided. This is said to have been expounded by Ibn 
Abdine as the opinion of Saheb El Bahr, one of the legislators of the Al 
Hanafi school of Islamic doctrine. Here again the prior agreement of the 
wife had to be sought. 16 

El Zarkashi is quoted as having spoken of causing the embryo to drop as a \.i 

result of the use of a special medicament. On the use of medicaments after , 1 

ejaculation he says: ‘As regards the use of methods that prevent pregnancy by 
acting for example before ejaculation during sexual intercourse, there is no 
objection to this.’ 17 1 

The Committee on Fatwa’s (religious doctrinal directives or explanations) 
at the University of El Azhar declared: 

The use of medicaments to prevent pregnancy for a temporary period 

of time is not forbidden, according to the views expressed by the El Shafei 

School of Islamic doctrine. For this reason the committee supports this 

view, since it will make things easier for people, and prevent any feeling 

of shame, especially if there is fear of excessive pregnancies in the woman, 

or weakness as a result of repeated pregnancies. Allah the Almighty has 

said: ‘Allah wishes to ease your burdens not to make things more : 

difficult.’ 18 

Throughout the Middle Ages Moslem physicians were in the habit of 
advising people about methods of contraception. One of the famous 
physicians was Abou Bakr Al Razi, a Persian Moslem who was born near 
Tehran in the middle of the 9th Century. He js considered the greatest 
medical physician in Islam, and the foremost practitioner of the Middle Ages. 

In Ins book called Al Ham (‘that which encompasses or is comprehensive’) 
he has described different methods of birth control: 



67 


























The Hidden Face of Eve 


Sometimes it is important to prevent the semen from penetrating the 
uterus when, for example, pregnancy is dangerous to the woman. There 
are several ways to prevent the semen from reaching the uterus. The first 
method is coitus interruptus. The second method is to prevent ejaculation 
completely, and this is practised by some people. The third procedure is 
to place some medicaments at the opening of the uterus before penetration 
of the woman. These medicaments either close up the opening, or expel 
the semen and therefore prevent pregnancy. Examples of this are tablets 
or suppositories of cabbage, hanzal, kar, bull’s gall, the wax secreted by 
animal’s ears, the droppings of elephants, and calcium water. In addition, 
these medicaments may be used separately, or in various combinations. 19 

Another of the greatest medical practitioners of the Abb aside Caliphate in 
Baghdad was Ali Ibn El Abbas El Megousi who wrote, sometime in the middle 
of the 10th Century, supporting birth control: 

Medicaments that prevent pregnancy, although they should really not 
be mentioned in order to prevent women of bad reputation from making 
use of them, yet there is no escape from utilizing them for women with a 
small womb, or who suffer from an illness that would make pregnancy 
risky for them to the extent of endangering their lives during labour. 20 

Despite Ali Ibn El Abbasi’s outstanding knowledge of medicine, his 
understanding of society, the patriarchal family and the tragedy of illegitimate 
children was superficial. Otherwise he might have realized that the women he 
called ‘those of bad reputation’ (meaning prostitutes) needed more than 
anyone else to use birth control methods. Thus they could save their children 
from vagrancy, shame, and even death, and protect their own health and 
morale from the burdens of an illegitimate child, born of intercourse with 
men, an intercourse they were forced to accept as a result of the situation into 
which they had been cornered by the Inhuman structure of class society built 
on the patriarchal family unit. 

Another very well known thinker and man of science in Islam was Avicenna 
(Ibn Seena) who died in the year 1037 A.D. Ibn Seena, in his book El Kanoun 
fil Tib (the Laws of Medicine), described twenty different methods of contra¬ 
ception in a remarkably accurate and detailed manner considering the relatively 
early stage of scientific development at which he was writing. 21 These methods 
had been used for hundreds of years, and very often surpassed other methods 
prescribed by those who came after him. However, as in the case of most, if 
not all, medical scientists and practitioners, he prescribed these methods of 
contraception for medical reasons only. He was in no way concerned with the 
social and economic reasons for the practice of birth control, even at the 
individual or family level. 

European medicine inherited much of the knowledge and techniques 
discovered or followed by the Arab physicians in Islam. It also delved into 
such sources as Al Irshad by Ibn Gami’i, Tazkarat Daoud Al Antaki (the 
prescriptions of David of Antioch), Ismail El Girgani and Kitab El Malki . 
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Many people are misinformed and think that methods of contraception and 
Ideas of birth control were once again inventions of Western thought and 
iclence. Others are convinced that the rubber condom worn by men during 
intercourse was invented in the West, whereas the Imam El Ghazali mentioned 
in his writings long ago, the ‘skin sack of the male’ or the ‘preventive retainer’ 
which was made out of gut. 

The position taken by Arab countries on the question of birth control 
varies according to population size and growth rates and their relationship 
to production and to the economic and material resources of the country. In 
Kuwait and Saudi Arabia contraception is only advised for medical reasons. 
However in other countries, like Egypt and Tunisia, the government is 
carrying out a family planning programme. This is also the case in Moslem 
countries like Pakistan, Iran and Turkey. The crux of the question, and the 
reasons for which one or other position is taken, do not therefore relate to 
religion but rather to economic factors. 

The issues of family planning and birth control were first raised in the 
Egyptian press over forty years ago, on the 29th January 1937, when Mufti 
El Diyar El Masria (Egypt’s religious head who explains doctrine) was asked 
for a clarification of the position of Islam in relation to birth control and 
abortion from both the medical and social aspects. 22 The answer of the 
Mufti was as follows:— 

1. It is the right of the married couple to take individual measures of birth 
control for medical or social reasons. The acquiescence of both partners is 
not essential. 

2. Before a period of sixteen weeks has elapsed since the beginning of 
pregnancy, it is permissible to take measures or medicines conducive to 
abortion without-the mother being exposed to any danger if she is provided 
with adequate guidance. 

3. All religious Imams have agreed that under no circumstances should / 

abortion be carried out after this period has elapsed. \ 

Thus it is clear that contraception, and abortion during the first sixteen ] 
weeks of pregnancy, were permitted by the religious authorities of Egypt \ 

In 1937, at a time when in most European countries they were prohibited by 
law. During the same year the Egyptian Medical Association organized a 
seminar, the aim of which was to study these questions in all their aspects, 
whether medical, social, legal, religious or statistical. \ 

While Egyptian legislation permits the practice of contraception by j 

established methods, to this day abortion remains illegal. Some Arab countriesA 
such as Tunisia and Somalia, have legalized abortion, but the majority of ) 
them still prohibit legal abortion although clear-cut views supporting it before ( 
Lite end of the sixteenth week as a religiously acceptable measure have been 
voiced by various Islamic authorities in a number of countries including 
as we have seen, Egypt. 

The Imam El Ghazali (of the El Shafei School of Doctrine) and Ibn Gazey 
(from the Maliki School of Doctrine) represent the two tendencies that 
vigorously oppose abortion at any period of pregnancy. 
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Some religious authorities in Islam consider that abortion is not prohibited 
by religion within the first 120 days of pregnancy as mentioned in the 
writings of the Hanafi school quoted by El Kamal Ibn El Hamam. 23 

The religious authorities who consider that abortion can be performed 
before the end of the fourth month base their reasoning on the contention 
that the embryo up to that time does not enfold a human life. The Prophet 
is said to have made it clear that El Rouh (life) does not awaken within the 
•embryo before the 120th day. 24 Ibn Wahban El Hanafi in his teachings 
mentioned the following directive: ‘It is indeed a grievous difficulty if her 
breast milk dries up after pregnancy, whereas the father of the boy has no 
money to hire a goat or a camel, and so fears that his child may die.’ Then he 
goes on to say: ‘In such a case permitting abortion can be considered no more 
than a fault, which means that it is not condemned as the crimes of killing 
would bef 25 

If the first four months of pregnancy have passed, however, the religious 
authorities are unanimous in condemning abortion, and insist that a fine be 
paid if an abortion is done — unless it is proven that the abortion was 
Q essential to save the mother, ‘who cannot be sacrificed to save the child since 
l she is at the origin of its life.’ Such cases are placed under a category known 
as committing the lesser of two ills, which is one of the general principles of 
religious jurisprudence and legislation. Moroccan criminal law bases itself on 
this Islamic legal principle. Article 453 states: ‘Abortion is not a punishable 
offence if it is necessary in order to save the life of the mother when in 
danger, as long as it is performed openly by a medical practitioner or a 
surgeon after officially informing the administrative authorities,’ 26 

One of the most important problems to which an Arab woman is exposed, 
whether within her married fife or outside it, is pregnancy and child birth. If 
a poor girl becomes pregnant without having been married, then she is indeed 
to be pitied. She may pay the price of her mistake with her life, even though 
the fault is not really hers, even though she is simply a poor helpless child, 
violated or deceived by a man coming from the rich upper class. A girl from 
a rich family will usually not be exposed to such a fate since her parents will 
very quickly find a solution if such a problem arises. She will probably be 
married off to a man of lower social position who will come forward wearing 
the mask of chivalry since he is ‘saving’ the poor girl, whereas in fact he is 
quite happy to marry a wife with money. Alternatively, if the man who was 
responsible for what happened refuses to marry her, and if no one suitable 
volunteers, they can always take her to a doctor and, since they have the 
money, pay his price for an illegal abortion. 

Pregnancy and abortion are a never-ending source of crises in the life of a 
poor working woman, even if she is legally married. Overloaded and exhausted 
as she is by her numerous tasks in the home, she is forced to try as hard as 
possible to avoid too frequent and repeated pregnancies. At the same time 
she might hear that the government is encouraging the use of contraception 
and the practice of family planning. Yet she does not find it easy to use these 
methods and faces numerous obstacles as a result of her economic, social, 
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cultural and even religious background. As a result, most wives in Arab 
countries live under continuous strain of anxiety. They are always in fear 
of another pregnancy and the burden of a new child to care for. 

As is to be expected, the whole weight of practising contraception in Arab 
societies is thrown on the shoulders of the woman. She is expected to deal, 
on her own, with such problems as getting the pills, taking them, and 
suffering their side-effects when they occur. Or she goes to a clinic to have a 
loop inserted, and then removed if it so happens that colic is severe and 
bleeding excessive. If any of these methods happen to fail and she becomes 
pregnant, then the only way out for her, if she cannot face the problems of 
another child, is to look for an illegal abortion. Then she is exposed to all the 
dangers of it being done under unsuitable conditions and without 
adequate medical care. Or if she goes to a good doctor, then she will have to 
pay the price he asks, which is high because abortion is illegal, and so more 
money can be made out of it. 

The operation of abortion still remains an illegal procedure in most Arab 
countries, and it is an area which remains in the dark. There are no statistics 
on the number of operations performed, but only rough estimates calculated 
In certain hospitals, as a result of the registration of cases of induced and 
complicated abortion. 

However one observation that has been made is that the proportion of 
operations performed for reasons related to severe ill health due to chronic 
or other diseases is dropping quite rapidly. On the other han^, the propor¬ 
tion done to preserve the mental and physical health of the mother intact is 
on the increase. It is clear that this reflects an attempt to fulfil the legal 
conditions relating to abortion at least from the formal point of view. Usually 
If mental or psychological reasons are involved, they will have something 
directly to do with the social or economic circumstances of the patient, which 
the law is nojfe prepared to recognize as a valid legal excuse for undergoing an 
abortion. Thus it is that people, and the medical profession, can get around 
the law, but only if the requisite money is available. 

As a result of the above, it has also been observed that the number of 
abortions done to women of well-to-do families is three times the number 
done to women from the poorer segments of society, measured in absolute 
figures. The medical profession is certainly the prime mover behind these 
statistics, since money is the main vehicle by which an abortion can be 
obtained by the women who need it. 

Professor Ismail Ragab (from Ein Shams University) has divided the 
medical profession, as far as abortion is concerned, into two main categories: 27 
a small minority who agree to perform the operation and dodge the legal 
provisions in a variety of ways, usually with the aim of making as much money 
qs possible; and a majority who refuse to perform the operation themselves, 
but are quite willing to refer a patient to one of the doctors who is known for 
Ills readiness to do it, despite the fact that such referral is itself an illegal 
procedure. 

Abortion, like most other matters related to women and sex in Arab 
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society, is still one of the issues torn by contradictions, which is another 
reflection of the double moral standards inherent in a patriarchal class‘society. 

In Egypt estimates indicate that, out of every four cases of pregnancy, one 
of thehrcffllrhnirf c resuinraTmsFoflefyserio 

cations~eVery year, complications to which the poorer class women are much 
more liable to be victims. Illegal abortion in Egypt today is the single most 
important cause of death in pregnant mothers. 

There is no doubt that the situation of an unmarried mother is even more 
desperate. This is true not only from the medical point of view, but also from 
the social and moral aspects. The most frequent cases are poor domestic 
servant girls, who have been subjected to the advances or assaults of a son or 
husband in a rich or upper middle class family. A minority are young girls 
who have believed the vows of the men who were courting them with promises 
of marriage that did not materialize. 

It is a fact that in Egypt the majority of abortion cases are not amon g un¬ 
married women, since at least 90% of such cases involve married mothers 
between-the-agesmf^5^tnd-35-y^rsr0'l: these, 8l)% are mothers who have 
previ0uslrhadi;wcroT-m-OTe-childfen, bufwholeeTthat their famffieTcahnot 
beanthe-economrc^Hd soci al~cdhseq uences_ oi' an j^jE ubnaTchild——~ 

The'legalization of abortion in Egypt, or in tire rest of the Arab countries, 
will not have a noticeable effect on the frequency of operations, which are 
spreading like wild fire. But it will have the advantage of bringing out into the 
open, into the light of day, what is at present an obscure and often criminal 
procedure performed in great secrecy, a black market operation conducted 
for high stakes. It will also afford the poorer classes of women in society the 
possibility, at least in principle, of receiving services similar to their richer 
counterparts, and will definitely lead quite rapidly to the improvement of 
whatever services are available, to the avoidance of much negligence and to a 
reduction in complications. Poor women will be able to obtain abortions 
under conditions affording a minimum of medical care and cleanliness. This 
is especially true after the increasing use of the suction apparatus, which is 
capable of drawing out the embryo in a few minutes, without the use of 
anaesthesia and without causing any pain. 
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10. Distorted Notions About 
Femininity, Beauty 
and Love 


One of the most striking shortcomings in Arab societies is that we are not 
accustomed to examine critically and think over the values that we have 
inherited from past generations, and particularly those related to women, sex 
)and love. Many people thin k Lthat these values have descended up on us f rom 
^the Hea vens whereas in fact they are no more t han the reflections of , 
pg|KQfia l and class society, wh ere one class rules over another, and where 
man rules over woman. .~ . . .....— 


■ One oTfheTirst principles of honour and love is that no one should be able 
to subjugate another. If a rich man oppresses a poor man, this oppression goes 
against what is considered honourable. If a man owns a woman as though she 
were his property this relationship cannot, in its essence, be described as 
honourable. Honour is justice and equality in human rights. Honourable love 
is love built on such justice and equality. 

One of the conditions of true love is an exchange, and a necessary condition 
for exchange is a balance, an equality between the two partners. Exchange 
cannot take place between a master and a slave, between something that is 
higher and something that is lower, just as water cannot flow upwards without 
special interference. Real love cannot therefore be based on a relationship 
characterized by exploitation of any kind. It is therefore correct to say that 
most of the relationships that arise between men and women are not built on 
true love. The love that seems to exude and well up from Egyptian songs and 
throb with sighs and crises, is not really love. Nor are the emotions depicted 
between man and woman in Arabic literature, or the stories of suffering in 
love — or blind love, or mad passionate love, or romantic love - expressive of 
feelings that can be called real genuine love. 

Love is the greatest experience through which a human being can pass, 
since by way of such love it is possible for the physical, mental and emotional 
potentialities of the man or woman to reach their highest point of intensity 
and to plunge deep down into the self or being. 

Action is an essential element of love. Romantic love or Houb Ozri is 
fundamentally a sick emotion, since it is deprived of the quality of action. It 
is a love that sustains itself through deprivation, and lives on emotional 
reactions rather than on action. 

The Arab woman who is subjected to mental, sexual and psychological 
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not an inherent or in- 
"dischan 


luppression has no other alternative than to sacrifice action. For it is man who 
lakes action, and it is the woman’s role to await the action of man. 
passivity observed in Arab womenjs 


responsibilities asTfru man bein g , " Tf ' rd 

--- 

hfFerenfiatef^frqm that .of. animals. Woman, thus discharged of her inner 
^0reTis"leH E ttSyr^1$L'. She is emptied of all that 
counts, and is left only with her exterior physical frame. She, therefore, has no 
alternative other than to occupy herself with this outer bodily envelope, to 
massage it, to ensure that it remains smooth to the touch, to remove the 
rough hair that grows on it from time to time, to sometimes expose its 
nakedness, and at others to .cover it up according to changes in fashion. 

Society does everything it can to drum jn to her h ead the fact that jhe k 
onivTtmdv. ^and tf ^Ts^ciarcarrmust^^ta^emoF^Sr^tog^ ^ tconcerns 
tliis purely physical shell. Newspaper s, ma gazines and advertisement^jyhen 
liddressmg themselves to woman, speak to hepal[Tl es|^^ — 

sBiTiHat requires consTa^^^sa^ gwnfirdifferent k inds of creams»j jndag. 

. ^ 

~“Buteven this outer shelf in the Arab woman, tliis external physical appear¬ 
ance, is not hers to deal with as she wishes. It is others who decide for her 
what she should look like, those who own the industries catering for women 
In the major capitals of the West. ThejiiQdmiJ&am^^ 

Tunis does not wear the clothes she wishes, but rathcni 3 Ujs_arLwhat a 


capitafist-fashipn kmg,mTms..orJ^ew York Qonsidors-suitnb lector_hei..~ 

Capitalist production is not governed by any consideration other than that 
of profit for those who own the industries, or carry on the trade. The 
essential needs of the vast majority of people are a secondary matter, catered 
for only to the degree that will ensure the continued working of the profit 
machine, which avoids public resentment interfering with its functioning. As 
a result most of the commodities produced specifically for women are not 
really necessary to the ordinary masses of people in the Arab countries, and 
are really luxury goods. Is it possible to contend, for example, that the 
millions of women who toil in the fields and factories of the Arab countries 
require deodorants to remove the smell of sweat that never dries from their 
bodies at any time of the working day or night? 

This is what makes the chorus of mad screaming advertisements so 
necessary. These advertisements cover all the areas in a city or town which 
are easily visible to the eye, with their loud colours, provocative slogans and 
pictures or drawings of naked or half naked women, lying or sitting or 
standing, or hugging a man, kissing him, or looking into his eyes. A galaxy of 
cheap sex is calculated to catch the attentionnf those who can afford it, 
thereby promoting luxury goods in countries where the millions are still 
unable to obtain the bare necessities of life in the form of food, clothing and 
shelter. The big capitalist fashion houses of the world, of course, speculate on 
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and utilize the psychological and sexual needs of Arab societies, where people 
are sexually deprived as a result of the moral values that make out of mutual 
sensual and emotional satisfaction between men and women a sin and a 
profanation. Thus capitalists also share a substantial responsibility for the 
double moral standards that govern the life of society. For, on the one hand, 
they are trying hard to convince the Arab peoples of the need to stand firm * 
by the religious and moral values inculcated and diffused by the Islamic 
hierarchies, and are spending enonmous sums of money to revive religious 
orthodoxy and fanaticism. And on the other hand, in films, on the television, 
in magazines, advertisements and books, they utilize women and sex as a 
principal theme for the commercialization of their production, and completely 
ignore the values and morals they are trying to instil. This seeming contra¬ 
diction, however, has a very solid rationale behind it. Religious orthodoxy 
breeds sexual suppression and therefore tends to make people’s minds more 
preoccupied with matters related to sex. This pent-up sexual energy can best 
be channelled into commodity consumption with all its sex associations so 
vividly and subtly portrayed in advertisement campaigns. In addition, 
psychological and sexual phenomena of another nature, as manifested in 
violence, aggression, various forms of alcoholic or drug addiction, sexual 
deviations and all the other by-products of class and male dominant society, 
are utilized for the further commercialization of industrial production, and ? 
to ensure that profits are maintained and increased to the maximum. 

It is noticeable that men in Eastern societies concentrate their attention 
on women s calves or thighs or even buttocks. Whereas in American society 
during the first half of the 20th Century a woman’s breasts were considered 
diat part of her body most worthy of attention in provoking male interest. 

The actress with big provocative breasts had a very good chance of getting on 
in the world of films, and of becoming a famous artist. The style and design 
of fashion, however, changed after the middle of the century, for people had 
got tired of ogling the ample thighs and breasts of women. Long dresses came 
m vogue, and very often exposed a large area of the neck, shoulders and 
breasts. Breasts, therefore, had to shrink in size since they would have looked 
rather ugly bulging out without any covering. The new fashion which seems 
to be creeping in is that of exposing a part of the belly or waist, and this is 
an attempt to copy the East (India, Indonesia and other countries). 

. The capitalist traders of the world, and those who work for them, however 
^ill never tire of changing. The race for profit must go on, and so different 
parts of women’s bodies must be uncovered, then covered only to be un- 
povered once again. There are many commodities to be sold, and fortunately 
the body of woman has many parts that lend themselves to the ingenuity of 
these modem ‘sexologists’. But the pathetic native women who run panting 
from one place to another in search of the latest models, and who avidly follow 
the new fashions in clothes and make-up, little know that they are no longer 
women, but have allowed themselves to be transformed into mere objects, or 
even parts of an object. They are no longer complete human beings but have 
become transformed, under the inexorable pressure of capitalist male 
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dominated society, into mere commodities, into a pair of pants or gloves, or 
a bracelet or a breast, or a thigh or - in the best of cases — into a vagina and 
tt Uterus. 

All such developments are natural to a society where women have tostthe 
itgfieutialuon^ personality, have b een em ptieh^ of^xSnmam 

1 ualit ies. and have been m^morphosed into an^^ the b ody, or 

i dhistm^^^Smefh nes they ^ms^m en^u^ zeTTor^ve r nrem~elifs^ 
orserving the p urp oseTofTuvinian d^^consumption, and at^ QfheisJbfi-y-are 
QjTiTumelr^^ , passion and sexualTatirfactis ^jn^e^p.tacles-for 

nearing children, or commodities to be bought and sold i n the marriage 

trmrkgp --——-—--- 

“TTa result what applies to objects, or instruments, or commodities in 
general applies to a woman. She possesses more value when she is new, or in 
other words young, a virgin who has not been made use of before. Her value 
drops with previous use — previous marriage or previous sex. She becomes a 
second-hand woman. Virtue and moral criteria draw their main features from 
tills distorted and sick attitude towards women. A woman, who has experience 
of life and men, is not only considered less worthy than a naive and inex¬ 
perienced girl, but meets with refusal as though experience were a stigma. 

Arab men, and for that matt er most men, c annot s tand an exp erie n ced and 
intelligent wommTlf'wbul'd seem as though the man is afraid" of her because 
of her capMtyhxrun-derstand him and see through his failures, or weaknesses, 

If necessary. She knows very well that his masculinity is not real, not an 
essential truth, but only an external shell, built unmid imposed on women by 

societies based on class and sexual discriminatiomghe experience and--_ A ^ 

Intelligence of women are a menace to this patiiarcliul.j Tass^txUJ?Ltr^an.d,Jmi|..,.-. > -J i 
turn, a~rheha.ee to the false position in whi ch jo n nis^plac^jAhe-pn-Silion^ch^ajA 
Tfing'nrhWm-g ncl in his relations witl iwom enj haHs essentially why most \ 
men fear and^even hate intelligent and experienced women. Arab men shy 
away from marrying them, since they are capable of exposing the exploi¬ 
tation inherent in the institution of marriage as practised to this day. 

If marriage is to survive as an institution built on exploitation of and dis¬ 
crimination against the woman, and on the alienation of both husband and 
wife, then the only answer is to continue to bring up and marry stupid,^ 

Ignorant and naive women. An Arab man, when he decides to marry, will 
almost invariably choose a young virgin girl with no experience, imbued with 
a childish simplicity, naive, ignorant, a blind ‘pussy cat’ who does not have an 
Inkling of her rights, or of her sexual desires as a woman, or of the fact that 
her mind has its needs and should have its ambitions. 

Since the ma n buys the w oman through marriage in order that sh e might j 
serve him and be~an instrumenT^ hls chiRlren, wait on the j 

family-member-Sy-an d care for thc m-in-the-homerhe-tends-to-ehoose-a-girh. j O 

who is many years younger than him, so that she maintains the yo uth of 
her b ody To r alongTimn~anh~can continue to fullhThC”fmtctions“f or which he' 

mariiedTrdimntil-his-old-age-r-A--man-of“forty-does--nothesitate to m arry a young 

girl of twenty, or even fifteen years of age. This is perfectly natural if the 
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norms of buying and selling are the ones applied to marriage. He who goes to 
market to buy a slave or hire a servant, will obviously choose a young person 
who can work hard and continuously without tiring, who is not intelligent 
and so is easily controllable, and who does not have numerous needs to be 
satisfied, but will eat little and not ask for many things. Thus the master is 
ensured that he has somebody who will produce much, and consume as little 
as possible, and his gains out of the transaction will be maximized. 

This explains why Arab men look upon their women as bodies which 
must remain for ever youthful. T he value of a wom a n deteriorates with age. 
Attitudes towards the age of women';their ybuthaihu their beauty, can be *" * ' 
easily understood against this background. Their youth extends in fact over 
the years during which they are capable of giving the husband sexual pleasure, 
bearing children for him, and serving the family. It usually extends from the 
beginning of puberty, that is from the first menstrual period to the menopause. 
In other words, it encompasses the whole of her fertile age from roughly 
fifteen to forty-five years. 

j . Th e life of a woman is therefore less thanJhat of a normal human h emr 
Q 1 S mce 5 ° W e x t&nrisom;J^ longer has any menstrual 

\ P e flohsT lieF life^is considered over, and she is said to have reached Sin ~E l 
\ Tofer'(tKe age of despair or of no hope). 

"Despite the fact that the biological and psychological constitution of women 
permits them to live longer than men, as has been proved by many recent 
research studies, society has decreed that the effective life of women is to be 
only half that of men. Man is considered to reach the optimum of human 
maturity (physical and mental) between the ages of forty and forty-five years, 
which is the exact period chosen as the closing chapter for the woman’s 
active life, the chapter 'of no hope’. Thus it is that the very time when she 
reaches the peak of her intellectual, physical and emotional maturity and 
activity, is designated by society as the moment of decline, when she is 
transformed by social and familial pressure into an old barren woman, whose 

functions in life are over and who is ready to be buried by society while still 
alive. 

C riteria for bea uty are also set up against the background of this narrow 

ou hook towardJwomMTTrbeauTTM ■ 

bodyyeveirif lYerim hcl. is a blan k. Her beauty islud ged~by~the"shape oflier"' ‘ 
nose~and thSlniTfroTKeThps. She is put to shame if the size oThef 'hose'fs'~ 
bnredy.n..mi]fimntre~longer than it is supposed to be, or if the roundness of her 
buttocks is a few millimetres less than is considered appropriate. As regards the 
man, however, nothing counts, except the money he has in his pocket. 

art and riiterature h ave played, and continue to play, a crucial role 
in emphasizing attitudes anlTcoimuptrlik^ A 

therilo _ Mrrjrhtrrr,'don:g~e^ b r e as ts. 

Since beauty itrenvisagedrin-a-distorted-and partial sense-j-it-is-natural that 
concepts-of feminity and-ho'nuurshould'Tall 'wctimsTd 'the 'sMie''lo’gi'c:.• 

Femininity or femaletiess 'means weakness, naivety, negativeness and resignation 
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where girls and women are concerned. These are all qualities that fit in well 

vdththe’f61hiin^osedT3y^tmfety^onwvom'en7tho-role-of.a,wife..devote drio.ihe.. 

8egfle e - H 3dfr h Brhnkb^^ a woman to 

8harTThuTramu^hiraTTefisTicnaudable in obedient and efficient servants, 
well adapted and resigned to their inferior position. Masculinity, maleness, 
on the other hand is supposed to be distinguished by qualities that are the 
absolute opposite, the qualities of a master, of strength, determination, 
initiative and boldness. 

The honour or chastity of a girl is likened to a matchstick that can only 
Burn once and then is over. Once a girl has lost her virginity, therefore, she 
has irrevocably lost her honour, and can never retrieve it. A man’s honour 
has nothing to do with his chastity. On the contrary, his chastity can be burnt 
a hundred, nay a thousand times, but he will never lose his honour or consume 
it. 

It is to the merit of the Women’s Liberation Movement which has grown in 
strength, in size and in maturity during recent years, that a new task is 
already being undertaken, in particular that of formulating new values built 
on the new science of woman that attempts to penetrate into her real physical, 
biological, psychological and mental characteristics, and unmask the real 
causes for the distortion that has affected all aspects of her nature and life. 
This has necessarily led also to a new science of man and his nature, as a 
dialectical counterpart completing the two components of hpman life, man 
and woman. It has also brought with it new ideas about child rearing, and 
education, which hitherto were built on a system of suppression and discrim¬ 
ination between the sexes, and served to feed patriarchal class society with 
the prototypes of men and women which it needs in order to survive. 

Undoubtedly the movement for women’s emancipation all over the world 
owes a great deal to Marxist thought and to the writings and struggles of truly 
socialist menyand women, to the battles fought by women against the discrim¬ 
ination suffered by them under different social systems and throughout the 
thousands of years of human history since man first imposed his domination 
and tyranny on woman inside and outside the home. This new and vital 
movement for the liberation of women is tire culmination of the long years 
during which millions , of women were oppressed, killed and burned alive, 
victims of the Dark Ages, the Middle Ages and the Inquisition in Europe 
unjustly accused of sorcery and devilry, or victims of slave and feudal societies 
in the countries of the East. It is the culmination of the humiliation and 
oppression imposed upon Arab women, and on all women in the past, and in 
Ihe world of today. It is also an indication that a new political and social 
movement for women will add its tremendous vitality and force to the 
struggle of all human beings against exploitation. 

New areas of knowledge and new sciences are throwing fight on the bio¬ 
logical and psychological nature of women. These new thoughts are showing 
their strength, their lucidity and their capacity to counter more and more 
effectively those outdated concepts and ideas that insist on the fundamental, 
unchangeable nature of women, a nature which imposes upon them service 
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in the home, and child bearing and rearing, and only allows them to fulfil 
themselves as mothers and wives, and to find happiness in giving birth to * 
children. 

According to modern scientific theories about the economic, social and 
cultural structure of society and its relation to human nature, it is no longer 
possible to maintain that there is such a thing as an intrinsic human nature 
that is stable and unchangeable. Human characteristics are relative qualities 
that change and adapt themselves to the circumstances and situations under 
which people are born and live. In other words there is a very important 
environmental effect on what was once considered as eternal and fundamental 
human nature. Many scientists now refuse to use the term ‘human instincts’, 

preferring ‘human motivations’ which according to them are picked up mainly 
in the years of childhood and adolescence. 

Th e tendency towards passivity in women, and the tendency to aggression 
in men 7are ther5fore~ nx^ ^ 1 ^"’arelime^ound 

p henomena related tolnsfory aad"cMEzafion, wherFenvironrnent af and 
s ocializatiorL i 2 I- 0 -ae.sses.playLamaior role. Some scientists also insist that even 
in animals there is no such thing as an innate nature, but only a set of 
characteristics which change according to surrounding conditions over a period 
of time. 

There is mounting proof of the fact that the qualities considered as 
intrinsic to men or women have in fact been acquired from society, the envir¬ 
onment and various socialization and educative processes, and that the 
relationships between the sexes have no fixed or eternal pattern. As a result, 
sexual morals and values change according to the prevalent social, economic 
and cultural structures in society. A new research study carried out on the 
San or ‘Bushmen’ of the Kalahari desert has brought out very vividly the 
relationship between sexual behaviour and economic needs. The San live in 
small family groups around a limited number of wells that are barely 
sufficient for their needs. As a result, the laws that govern their sexual 
behaviour are extremely severe, and extramarital relations between the sexes 
are strictly forbidden. The reason is that they do not wish to have more 
children, and in many instances they have been known to commit infanticide 
(with the second child. 1 

The sexual characteristics of human beings are moulded, as is the case with 
all their characteristics, by society, environmental circumstances and education. 
Scientists have presumed that natural characteristics are those most prevalent 
in society and most common among the majority of people. This assump tion 
is incorrectJEflLg^ ample, there are societies like that of Egy pt and the Sudan 
whi ch impose sexuaTfirigidi ty o n the majority of women an Tgflrthrough the 
operation of circumcision. mva Lvnig-a4utul^ 

clitoris..Js it therefore possible to say that women in these two countries a re 
fundamen tally frigid by nature, ju st because the majority are in fact afflicted 
w ith va rying degrees of frigidity as a result ofthis operation?~Turtherm6re, is 
it possi Bjll^^ ofwomen is characterized 

hy sexual frigidity merely because a majority of women, whetherln theEast' 
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or in the West, lack sexual warmth and a positive attitude tow ards sexual 
i^laflons r as-a-resultmf^U'ppres"sion ancftlie moral atmosphere with which they 
are surrounded from a very early age? 

Would it be accurate to maintain that men are sadistic and women 
masochistic when we now know these characteristics to be the result of 
patriarchal family systems and the way in which children and young people 
are brought up? Male dominant civilization discriminates between male and 
female children. The male child is taught from the very beginning how to 
project his personality and how to prepare for a man’s life involving strength, 
responsibility, authority and a positive attitude in the face of difficulties. A 
girl, on the other hand, is trained and educated right from the start to shrink 
Into a corner, to withdraw and to hide her real self because she is a female and 
Is being prepared for the life of a woman, a life where she must be passive 
and weak, and must surrender to the domination of the man and be depen¬ 
dent on him. 

This discrimination between men and women leads to a distortion of the 
personality of both, and prevents them from becoming really mature. The 
tendency to exaggerate a boy’s feeling, for his own ego and masculinity will 
usually end in an inferiority complex, since he will always feel that he is 
unable to rise up to the image expected of him. On the other hand, a tendency 
to exaggerate the need for a girl to withdraw, and to shrink into an attitude 
of passivity, (under the guise of feminity and refinement) tends to build up 
In her a form of superiority complex which results from the feeling of being 
better than the image that has been created of her. 

A superiority complex creates masochistic tendencies in women, and an j 
Inferiority complex breeds sadistic and aggressive tendencies in men. Both of j 0 
these, are compensatory mechanisms, and are the two faces of the same coin. \ 

Patriarchal medical science is replete with non-scientific truths and concepts 
aimed at maintaining discrimination against women, and providing it with a 
scientific cover to make it more acceptable. Among such ‘truths’ is the notion 
that man is aggressive by nature, and that wars can therefore be explained by 
‘a centre of aggression in the brain’ or by aggressive tendencies that are an 
inbuilt part of his psyche. This is nothing more than an attempt to convince 
people that wars are in fact a response to biological necessity and an 
expression of human nature that is unchangeable and will continue to be an 
inseparable part of man. Similar are the ideas that portray passivity as an 
integral part of woman’s nature, and therefore aim at diverting women’s 
attention from the fact that their passivity is essentially due to social and 
economic factors that go far back in history. 

. It is natural that patriarchal society, whether in the East or in the West, 
should oppose all attempts at change, and fight for its continued existence. 

The weapons used by patriarchal society vary from era to era and from 
country to country. 

In developed Western societies some of the main weapons are drawn from 
the arsenal of pseudo-scientific truths that do not take into account the vital 
role of social and economic factors in the moulding of human characteristics. 
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Such theories try to explain the revolutionary movements of blacks, youth 
and women as the result of distortions in the psyche of the people who are 
involved in them, rather than as the result of the distorted structure of society 
itself. This is no more than an extension of Freud’s theories which explained 
rebellion against authority or the state as no more than an external expression 
of people’s incapacity to overcome their own inner emotional struggles 
buried deep in the unconscious. 

Yet what can be more satisfying to the ruling classes than to find thinkers 
and scientists who try to convince the people that their problems and 
difficulties are the result of the struggles that are going on deep in their 
subconscious? Or that wars, or discrimination between races and between the 
sexes, are nothing more than outward manifestations of an aggressiveness and 
an inborn unconscious instinct for destruction linked to the libido, and not 
at all the consequences of the capitalist system and all forms of exploitation? 

Such pseudo-scientific thoughts lead people to seek the causes of their 
problems and difficulties within themselves, within their own bodies, and 
therefore deprives them of a true understanding and awareness of these 
problems, and of the need to participate in the social movements aimed at 
changing the structure of society. 

In Arab society, cul tural and scientific_.h ackw.aidness plays a very imp ortant 

O rol e-in"holdihl~telrtKe str uggles of peo ple and preventing them from being 
channelled into the ri giiT^f3TsTQn^~gfTliYp rimarv. weao ons usedTo Ke en 
I I , baclrthTOvolrof w omen and youth_a gaills.t_the..patriarchal system and its 
^ hi vaim^yh§jnisus.ej}JU^^ wave 

Jfi I of religi ous fanaticism th atJbia.s^VLentjtnanv.Arab--GQunt-r-ies^ln..-recftnt years is 
^ / one °^f^o.wiYS-Used-by-the-'feudal--and-capitalist ruling classes to hold back 
j j the movemwiLto.wards-progress. 

I TfiFsIogan under which the reactionaries operate is that of ‘a return to 
Islamic doctrine’. This slogan is used to mask the real nature of their aims 
and-their desire to maintain the forms of exploitation on which they thrive. 
They attempt to convince the people that most of the economic and political 
difficulties and crises that have been faced in recent years are due to the fact 
that they have strayed from the path of Islam. They take advantage of 
people’s ignorance of the true nature of our problems to proclaim that the 
only solution to the sufferings of the vast majority of Arab peoples is a return 
to the fold of Islam. They say that poverty and increasing want for the 
millions are a manifestation of Allah’s wrath against those who have moved 
away from Islam and its teachings. 

Religious associations and organizations have mushroomed rapidly in Arab 
countries during the past few years. They are busily engaged in propagating 
such ideas, in spreading false notions about, and advocating false solutions to, 
the problems of the Arab countries, fully aware of the fact that they can still 
capitalize on the sympathy evinced by people to those who speak to them in 
the name of religion and morals. 

Every day this religious campaign beats the drums of Islamic morals. Yet, 
at the same time, parallel commercial campaigns cover the walls and screens 
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of the big cities with bottles of whisky and half exposed women. Any casual 
Stroller in the streets of Cairo, Beirut or Baghdad, or any of the other Arab 
capitals, can easily perceive that the walls are plastered with advertisements 
displaying the best wines or liqueurs, scintillating in a fine crystal glass with 
a woman’s fingers around the stem, or film posters with a half naked woman 
lying full length on a bed. A continuous flow of vulgar, erotic films, built on 
the most superficial stories, depend for their attraction on belly dances or 
other forms of sexual provocation that cater for a sexually suppressed young 
public. The closer the links between the local capitalist or feudal classes and 
Llie policies of Western imperialism, the greater the number of advertisements 
and films based on the commercialization of sex and the female body. In 
contrast, the further a country moves along the path of socialism and shakes 
off economic and cultural dependence on the West, the greater the chances 
are of finding the walls and posters free of such pornographic material. This 
was true for example of Egypt, the Sudan and Syria some years ago, but now 
with the shift in policies, and the reinforcement of American influence, 
commercial sex has once more invaded the main cities and towns of these 
countries. 

International monopoly capital remains on the alert as far as the Arab 
world is concerned. The rich resources of raw materials, and especially oil, 
the strategic geographical position and the political importance of the region 
radiating into Africa, West Asia and the Mediterranean, all tend to make the 
struggle against foreign exploitation particularly acute. No respite can be 
expected, for every time one of the Arab countries attempts to escape from 
tire stranglehold of imperialism and international capital, it is immediately 
surrounded on all sides by continuous attacks on the economic, political and 
cultural fronts, accompanied by attempts to foment troubles from within, 
in alliance with reactionary or backward forces. Those who dare to try and 
break out of the stranglehold must be brought back as soon as possible, lest 
their example become infectious. 

The greater the vigour with which the campaign of sexual and commercial! 
advertisements is pursued, and the more intense the marketing of foreign \ 
capitalist production becomes, the stronger the religious pressure that is 
developed in the form of precepts, teachings, sermons and legislation. For the 
mass of people must remain sexually and intellectually subjected to the 
authority of the ruling classes, which draws its support from the authority 
of God. Not long ago some of the religious leaders in Egypt proclaimed that 
■the power and authority of the ruler is an expression of the power and 
authority of Allah. c He who insults or disdains the authority of Allah, will 
himself be humiliated by Allah. The authority of Allah may be represented 
by an Emir (Prince) of the Gulf, or a King in a kingdom; or a President 
of a republic, All such people are no doubt an embodiment of the authority 
of Allah.’ 2 

The more vigorous the campaign of advertisements in the Arab capitals, 
and the more widespread the display of bottles of liquor accompanied by 
naked shoulders calculated to ensure that the production of the Western 
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factories is rapidly bought up in the markets, the longer and more vociferous 
become the columns of newspapers and magazines, the radio broadcasts and 
the television programmes devoted to campaigning for prohibition. Alcohol 
in Islam is Hamm and therefore something must be done to counteract the 
wide commercialization of hard liquor. Sometimes special laws are promul¬ 
gated, and are often so contradictory that they become ridiculous, and 
therefore ineffective. An example is a law punishing the person who drinks 
alcohol, but not the trader or establishment that sells it. A lot of noise is 
made so that interest in drink is provoked, so that the glass of wine is held 
out and yet held back. For the net result is calculated to be an increase in 
demand and sales, even at the expense of'a guilty conscience. In many cases, 
the law is implemented in a double-handed way. The small liquor shop or cafe 
in a poor district is closed down or fined, or the proprietor punished, while 
the big establishments in the more affluent areas of the city continue to sell 
drink with impunity. 


One of the typical examples of what has been happening in this area is the 
law on prohibition which came into force in Egypt during the year 1976. 3 
This law permitted drinking in the big hotels or in furnished apartments, on the 
assumption that these were places frequented by tourists, whereas in fact the 
majority, at least of the furnished flats, are not places used by tourists, but 
rather for the purposes of prostitution. In any case, whether they are frequented 
by tourists or prostitutes, the fact still remains that they are located on 
Egyptian territory, that is in an Islamic country, and should therefore be regu- 
lated by the same Islamic laws that are applied to dwellings, or cafes, in the 
\ poorer districts. It does not seem possible to think that Islam can make 
( exceptions just for the sake of making a few dollars, or earning hard currency 
or encouraging tourism. It seems obvious that an authentic religious rationale 
should lead us to activate and reinforce Islam at the expense of tourism, 
rather than to do the opposite. 

^ However, t o be contradic toj.vhs^the^essence of all logic based on exjploit- 
ation. T hus it is that at the very time when the'pictures^ of half naked w omen 
occupy more and more space on our walls, in our films, and in our magazines, 
j an incr easingjium ber of women and girls are taking once more to wearing the 
j v eahA growing tendency tojnp asejipon females w hat is ^onsideredTEa Islam ic 
| dress under the g ui se of feminine modesty~or pudici ty haTbecome manifest in 
uffogM.y.gM^I^ Q-^agai nJhe bodies of wo men must be covered because. 

/the y are profane.and_dann^ usLy,s.e.duct-iv&r —- ——— —- 

Tcfo not understand how it can be possible for the Arab girl to cover up 
her hair and her body, and hide her seductiveness, if she is surrounded at every 
moment of the day by advertisements inciting her to be attractive, to seduce 
men, to soften her skin with creams and to make her lips red and full, to wear 
fine elusive stockings that will show off the beauty of her legs, and to wash 
her hair with lotions that will make it fine, wavy and silky. 

Many an Arab girl or woman ends up with some form or other of 
psychological disorder because of the severe contradictions to which she is 
exposed. Arab songs and literature unceasingly swamp her senses with association) 
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and feelings related to love. Yet if she responds to the call of love, then 
punishment and reprobation is swift and merciless. The least that will be said 
of her is that she is a girl without honour and without morals. No man will 
marry her, even the man with whom she is in love. He will explain to her that 
he cannot trust a girl who allows herself to love a man before marrying him, 
even if he is himself that man. 

The greater the exploitation imposed upon the Arab peoples, the greater 
the drain of their resources in oil and other raw materials, the greater the 
profits pocketed by the multinational and national capitalists, the lower the 
poor sections of Arab society sink into misery and deprivation, and the more 
acute the economic crisis and problems faced by the masses. As highly priced 
goods imported from Western countries invade the markets of Cairo, 

Damascus, Beirut, Tunis and other cities of the Arab world, the lines of toiling 
people standing in front of co-operative and fair price shops and popular 
bakeries grow steadily longer. There they stand for hours, waiting for a 
loaf of bread, or a cake of soap, or a packet of tea, or a metre of cheap cloth. 
Walking down the streets of Cairo today, it is impossible not to see the 
enormous quantitites of highly priced Western imported goods that fill the 
shopping areas, while hundreds of men and women crowd around the co¬ 
operative stores, the bakeries and the popular groceiy stores. 

The vast majority of people face a severe economic crisis that has consider¬ 
ably affected their standard of living. Corruption, embezzlement, stealing and 
all forms of violence have become common everyday happenings, and the 
incidence is so high in the big cities and towns of Egypt that some news¬ 
papers have demanded the institution of a new juridical system called the 
‘night judge 5 so that immediate action can be taken against the perpetrators 
of armed aggression, thieves and kidnappers.* 

The sudden increase in acts of violence, stealing, kidnapping, drug 
addiction, and in the commercialization of sex, alcohol and narcotics is 
obvious to all who do not refuse to see. Fathers yield more and more to the 
temptation of selling their daughters into marriage. Female domestic servants, 
more often than not, tend to end up as prostitutes, or cheap cabaret dancers, 
whose job it is to entertain the tourists and rich Arabs or Egyptians. Sexual 
relations whose aim is money, some kind of material benefit, or security, are 
the pattern which tends to prevail at the expense of genuine emotions, 
affection, friendship and love. 

These widespread phenomena of moral and sexual corruption are, on the 
other hand, accompanied by a wave of religious fanaticism which on the 
surface seems to be contradictory. A chorus of voices is raised, calling for the 
strict application of Islamic legislation, and the severest punishments such as 
cutting off the hand of the thief, or stoning an adulterous woman to death. 
The same voices also demand the banning of sex scenes from all films, of 
kissing in Arab films, and strict application of regulations prohibiting those 
under sixteen years of age from seeing certain films. They clamour that 
exemplary punishment be meted out for open or disguised forms of prosti¬ 
tution or moral corruption, and insist once more that women’s rightful place 
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is to be confined to the home. Girls should be strictly supervised and under 
the continuous control of their families, accompanied wherever they go by a 
male escort. Some journalists have even suggested that women who tour the 
Arab countries and are employed in cabarets to perform the belly dance, or 
other dances of a sexually provocative nature, should be deprived of their 
Egyptian nationality. 5 

Some Arab writers, however, are opposing this wave of brutal fanaticism. 
They insist that instead of cutting off the hand of thieves, it would be better 
to concentrate on cutting out poverty from our lives. That instead of stoning 
adulterous women to death, it would be preferable to abolish sexual oppress¬ 
ion, and allow the young to lead a healthy physical and mental life. Such 
rational thinking, nevertheless, is like one drop in the ocean of religious bigotry 
and extremism. For logic and reason are the most dangerous of the enemies 
that face exploitation and imperialist plunder. The culture, literature and art 
that is fed to people by newspapers, films, T.V., the theatre and books must 
therefore aim at drowning the voice of reason and preventing people from 
becoming aware of the truth. It must refuse to see the reasons why many of 
the educated youth have chosen a slow mental and moral suicide by indulging 
in narcotics, sex and crime. If we are once more to speak of honour, whom 
can we consider less ‘honourable’, a woman who hires out her body to a man 
for money with which to buy food, or a state that has bartered logic, reason 
and morals so that a handful of people with power and capital can continue 
to earn millions every year? Who is more worthy of punishment, the youth 
who tries to escape from poverty into a dream world by taking some narcotic 
pill, or the vested interests that maintain this poverty so that they may thrive? 

lummy^odet^wb-oa^ tniiitui-e is built on exploitation, it is natural tha t 
econ omic and commercial values should clash with moral anH rp.Ugimig 
Astrfesult, pat riarchal class societies, are rid dled3with,dec 
dictions anTTcloubie morality"which runs through every aspect of life. How-" 
eveiTiri-s-Elwaya-those-whnafe ruled over by others, rather than those who 
rule, women rather than men, and the toiling classes rather than the upper 
classes, who are made to suffer the consequences and pay the price for these 
contradictions which become more acute in backward and poor countries. The 
Arab region, by virtue of its agricultural and oil resources, may be considered 
economically rich, yet these riches are not shared by its peoples, rather they 
are siphoned off by the multinational corporations and a handful of capitalist 
or semi-feudal Arabs. That is why the vast majority still live in a situation 
characterized by dire poverty, and by an economic and social backwardness' 
which is itself reflected in an intellectual, mental and moral backwardness 
rampant in many spheres. 

■ // The economic, s exual a nd moral op press!on-aL women is accentuated by 

1/ihe bac kwardness of a society. A poor woman is alwa vs.mormse-v.ar.plv_ 

vgunishe d~for any ‘mis jLakesf-she-makesT--Ri 0 hes-criri~bplp-.iti.-fr)rgiyirig a..woman, 
even-iTshe is morally corrupt, indeed very o ften t hey may ev en convert sins 

into virtues:Mpneyx.m,pxofecta-div.orce.dwomanj£LomJ)eing,hqmeless, or 

becoming a beggar, or a legal or illegal prostitute. M oney can help a woman to 


86 


Distorted Notions About Femininity, Beauty and Love 


got rid of an unwanted foetus in a doc loxlsulimc.-even though abortion may 
itilli3FX5tm^ere^acri®e;. 

Afab“wbmen~are the victims of oppression because of the double moral 
standards that govern their societies. The economic exploitation imposed on 
the Arab countries not only leads to a systematic plunder of their resources, 
but also imposes upon them the double moral standards resulting from the 
contradiction between the commercial values of capitalism and the religious 
values inherited from the past. 

Woman is made to suffer, as a result of these double moral standards, more 
than anyone else in society. Her body has to be undressed to draw the 
attention of people and provoke them sexually through advertisements, films, 
etc. so that commodities may be more rapidly disposed of on the market. Sex 
must be instilled into every song, dance or play so that it can be sold, and be 
more and more attuned to the game where women are the pawn, and their 
naked bodies the prize. Nakedness in women is therefore a daily requirement. 
Yet the religious morals which are propagated just as widely insist that her 
body is profane and must be covered completely, so as to ensure that only 
the face and hands are showing. 

Women are tools, objects, mere instruments, They are objects used for 
commercial advertising, or for work without pay at home and in the field, or 
for work with pay outside the home coupled with work for no pay inside it, 
or they are used to give birth to children for lire reproductive purposes of 
society, or they are sex objects used to satisfy the wants and desires of men. 

Perhaps one of the greatest distortions from which the history of the 
human race suffers is the fact that it has been wri tten from the point of view 
of the rulers and not of the peoples who have been ruled. As a result it is 
mainly a reflection of the interests of the ruling class, as against the toil ing 

people over whom they dominate, and a reflection of the interests of men _ 

overlTb lTYTwo^^ has therefore falsely depicted many of the 

facfsrelated to women. Arab women are not deficient in their mental 
capacities, as men and the history they have written tend to assert, neither 
are they weak or passive. On the contrary, Arab women resisted the patri¬ 
archal system and class exploitation hundreds of years before women in 
America and Europe started fighting the same battles. American women did 
not begin to realize that they were in fact dancing to the tune played by men 
until the second half of the 20th Century, nor did they understand until then 
that, when the word ‘man’ was used, it referred to the whole of the human 
race, so that the masculine gender referred not only to men but also to women. 
That is why some of the Women’s Liberation Movements in America are 
trying to change the English vocabulary. Arab women, on the other hand, 
made the necessary changes fourteen hundred years ago with the beginning 
of Islam. The masculine gender was used by the Koran in the early stages to 
indicate both men and women. The Arab women objected to this, saying: 

‘We have become Muslims just as you have, and we have done just whatyou ■ 
did. Yet you are mentioned in the Koran and we are not.’ For people in those 
days were all called Muslims (masculine). Whereupon Allah started to mention 
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S^ K ° ian ’ ‘ Inna c AlM ouslimeena [masculine] WalMouslimat [feminine! 

Wal Mou mineena [mascuUne] WatMouminat [feminine].’ 6 

The history of the Arabs provides many examples of the resistance put 
up by women which bears witness to the strength and initiative they were 
capable of showing at different periods of their struggle. It is necessary to 
delve more deeply mto this history, and to understand the real reasons for the 
unusual boldness and forwardness displayed by women at certain periods in 
the development of Arab society. If this is done, it will also aUow us to pene¬ 
trate more deeply into the factors that led to the distortion of concepts 
related to femininity and beauty, and ’that transformed woman from a human 
bemg with a mind, a body and a self, into.an empty clown who paints her 
face with the colours of Christian Dior and Revlon, shows her thighs or breasts 
j m 1 mi ' skirt » swings on her high heels from side to side like somebody 
affected with a strange malady, binds her breasts and buttocks with strange 
contraptions, and ruins her eyes with the black of mascara, eyehners and 
artificial lashes. This clown then completes the masquerade by putting on a 

stupid look, an air of naivete and an appearance of frailness to become the 
perfect female . 

True beauty is that of a woman who is herself, who does not forge another 
personality in order to please her husband lest he divorce her or abandon her 
for another woman, who does not put on an appearance which is not really 
hers m order to catch a husband, and who refuses to distort her behaviour her 
desires and her conception of happiness to satisfy the norms of society in the 
hope that people will not fight her, or accuse her of being abnormal. Beauty 

the mind ’ from the health of bod y and the complete¬ 
ness of the self It does not draw its existence from the size of the buttocks, or 

the deposits of fat beneath curves, or the layers of cosmetics, that cover an 
underlymg anxiety and a lack of self-confidence. 

So far, it is only a very small minority of educated women and girls in 
Arab society who pay more attention to their minds than to their fingernails 
or eyelashes. However this does not indicate that women have an inferior brain 
but is rather a reflection of the upbringing to which girls are exposed from a 
very early age, and which leads to the moulding of women into superficial and 
shallow beings. The Arab girl is taught from childhood to give exaggerated 
attention to her clothes, her body and her looks, rather than to worry about 
the development of her capacity to think. 

Many are the girls who become afflicted with one or other anxiety neurosis 
or psychological disorder, because of their desperate desire to fulfil the norms * 
of beauty and femininity imposed upon them. A girl feels that her life and 
her future depends on the length of her nose, or the curl of her lashes. Any 
shortfall of less than a millimetre in the length of her lashes can become an 
acute problem, a veritable crisis in her life. 

For society and the famibcJnl^ge nge in a girl dis torts her feminine 
cltma ete^-A-drsp ositionloward s spprtW^ 

h ^l ^a hflhftTture, a heacTFarriidl rithl^ 

ope n eyes show leanings towa rds masculinity. The pentolbmale is submissive 


Distorted Notions About Femininity, Beauty and Love 

walks with lower ed head and half closed sleepy evej mancUs-shor-t-—- 

Tallness in girls is considered unbecoming according to some of the text¬ 
books used in secondary schools. One of the textbooks used in the final year 
of high school, for both girls and boys, maintains that in the period of growth 
related to adolescence, it is preferable for boys to be tall and well built, 
whereas a girl should not be tall. 7 It is not difficult to realize the feeling of 
inferiority that can take hold of a girl who happens to be tall when she reads 
■this passage in a textbook taught to High School students in Egypt. It is also 
not difficult to foresee how a boy whose stature is short, or whose shoulders 
are narrow, would react to the same passage. 

Thus we see how it is that education distorts the personality of both males 
and females at an early age, irrespective of whether the educational process 
takes place in schools, at home, or through the mass media and cultural 
institutions. 

It is not possible to realize the extent of the harm done, and of the distor¬ 
tion caused, until we begin to study the mental, psychological and organic 
disorders with which the vast majority of our adolescents are afflicted. 

However the problems which affect girls and women are much more 
widespread, acute and severe. This is particularly true in Arab societies, which 
are passing through a transitional stage, and shifting over from cultural and 
social backwardness to a modernism copied without real understanding from 
(lie West. Tills modernization process does not prevent such societies from 
hanging on to many out-worn traditions in the name of Islam and of Eastern 
moral values. 

Egyptian society is an example of these trends, where much has been 
copied or taken from Western countries and their experience, and yet where 
many traditional ways of thinking, and behaving, are maintained. Sometimes 
the aspects and manifestations of ‘modernization’ are in their essence more 
backward than the old traditions. An example is that of the wives in the upperM 
or middle classes of society, who take their husband’s name when they marry, ] 
contrary to the local custom where the wife keeps her maiden name. For one / 
of the remaining aspects of women’s ancient status in Arab countries is the j 
fact that a woman does not lose her name just because she has become a wife. | 

There has been many a time when I could not prevent myself from reacting 
with sarcasm, during a reception or party where men and women of the more 
affluent sections of Egyptian society were gathered, on overhearing women 
address one another by the names of their husbands. They would pronounce 
these names with such pride, and even conceit, as though they felt that their 
value depended upon the worth of their husbands, and that in imitating the 
women of Europe or the United States, they were producing irrefutable proof 
of their culture, understanding and modernism. My sarcasm would grow even 
more barbed on discovering that the women using their husband’s names were 
leading figures in the official women’s organizations and made speeches in 
public about the rights and freedom of women. 

In many Arab societies the ‘modern, europeanized’ woman, who thinks 
that progress is manifested by a tendency to show more and more of her 
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thighs from under shorter and shorter mini-skirts, to smoke longer and longer 
cigarettes protruding from cigarette holders, to down glasses of whisky ‘on 
j rocks’ or to shake vigorously and insidiously to the mad beat of modem 
dances, is becoming a common phenomenon in cities and even towns. 

However under the shivering, shimmering surface wriggles the female, 
suppressed mentally, emotionally and sexually. The female who covers her 
mind with a thick, almost impenetrable veil, even though her thighs and 
(shoulders are naked, the female who still believes that the most noble pursuit 
for her in life is to marry a man, to serve him, to obey him and to bear him 
children — preferably male. 
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PART 2 

Women in History 

11. The Thirteenth Rib 
of Adam 


To this very day, many people in Arab countries, and even all over the world, 
literally think that Eve was the first woman to appear on the face of the Earth. 
They also believe that she was born of Adam and grew out of one of his ribs, as 
the story goes in the sacred books first of Judaism, then Christianity, and 
fin ally Islam. They are not aware of the fact that women trod our planet before 
these monotheistic religions descended upon men and long before the human 
race came to know anything about Adam and Eve. If we return to ancient 
history, many important facts related to (lie position of woman at home and 
in society will be revealed. We will also discover that (lie changes affecting her 
status and role were intimately related to the way in which the social and 
economic structure of society evolved. The unveiling of this relationship 
between the economic and social infrastructure of socie ty and the position 
occupied by woman constitutes the key to understanding the reasons for the 
downward path that finally led her at the time of Judaism to a situation where 
she became a mere rib in the body of man. 

The ancient Egyptian civilization is more than 5,000 years old and histori¬ 
cally precedes the advent of Judaism, the first of the three monotheistic religions. 
We have been able to study it in the remains of cities, temples, and other con¬ 
structions left behind, in the writings inscribed on papyrus and in numerous 
sculptures, drawings and engravings, remarkably preserved to the present day. 

The ancient Egyptians had their own religions, and their own religious 
practices and rituals, before the monotheistic religions made their entry on the 
scene. Judaism was influenced in many ways by the religion of the Pharaohs 
and in particular the monotheistic leanings of Akhnatoun’s sun worship. In the 
successive dynasties of the Pharaonic era, periods were known when the 
women of Egypt occupied a high place both in the affairs of their country 
and in the realm of religion. Almost throughout the thousands of years 
during which ancient Egypt flourished on the banks of the Nile, female gods 
reigned side by side with male gods over the destinies of human beings. 

The concept of religion developed in the human mind long before the 
monotheistic religions came to be known. Primitive human beings created 
(lie idea of gods in the world, or at least of some obscure forces beyond their 
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understanding, endowed with capacities that they did not possess. These 
forces influenced, or even controlled the lives of people, since they could be 
generous and bestow rain, good harvests, and sufficient food upon them if they 
So wished. On the other hand, much harm and evil might be the fate of people 
at their hands, which were also capable of sowing storms, disease and death, 

Historical studies indicate that the most ancient of all gods were female. 

In Pharaonic Egypt goddesses ruled over many areas and participated with 
male gods in deciding human destinies. We may cite as examples: Maait, the 
Goddess of Truth; and Naiyet, the Goddess of War and Floods, Isis, Sikhmet 
Hathour and many others. 

i The elevation of women to the heights occupied by goddesses was a 
/ reflection of their status within society before the systems characterized by 
| the patriarchal family, land ownership and division into social classes came 
into being. With the advent of these systems the status of women gradually 
dropped over a period of time, but vestiges of the matriarchal system, more 

or less important, continued to survive in feudal or slave societies such as that 
of the Pharaohs. 

The patrilineal system, which identifies children according to the father and 
ensures that they carry his name and inherit his property, only evolved at these 
later stages. Earlier societies tended to follow matrilineal patterns where the 
mother was the head of the family, and where children were linked in descent 
to the woman who had given birth to them. These societies were therefore 
governed by what is known as the matriarchal system. 1 

In the early periods of ancient Egyptian civilization, a legitimate son 
carried his mother’s name and inheritance was often matrilineal (through the 
mother’s line), since it was the eldest daughter and not the son who inherited. 2 
The Greek historian, Herodotus, mentions that the Lukians named the son 
after his mother. Tacitus, the Roman historian, points out that the Germanic 
tribes used to give primary importance to the sister. In the pre-Islamic era, 
some of the Arab tribes also followed matrilineal practices. 3 In Asia and 
Africa a few tribes-remain who still follow the same pattern. 

It is a well-known fact of human history that the elevated status of woman 
in society, and in religion, was related to the fact that children carried her 
name. Under the matriarchal system women occupied a high social position 
and even ascended the throne of the gods. The monopoly established by male 
gods was related to the patriarchal system, and the naming of children after 
the father instead of the mother. 

The legal systems related to family structures, inheritance and the naming 
of children are also a reflection of socio-economic relationships in a society. 
Economic life in the early stages of human history was dependent on very 
simple and restricted activities such as picking fruits and nuts, digging or 
pulling up roots from the earth, catching lizards and rats, or hunting certain 
animals. These primitive activities obliged humans to migrate continuously 
from one place to the other in search of food and suitable hunting grounds. 

The forms of subsistence left no room for a surplus and the continued 
nomadic life made private property out of the question. In the absence of 
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private property people were not divided into classes, into rulers and ruled. 

They were all equal members of the community. Simultaneously no division 
of labour had yet arisen between individuals, or between men and women. It 
Was a society without classes, without differentiation, without masters and 
llaves. 4 

Letourneau maintains that in all probability it was woman who first 
discovered the new technology of agriculture, due to her long experience in 
picking fruits and nuts, and extracting roots from the ground. 5 It was also 
Women who first took over the functions of agriculture and thus maintained > 
and even reinforced, their favourable economic status, reflected in social 
status, matrilineal parental relations and a matriarchal system, all of which !' 

were prevalent in the early stages of the agricultural era. 

In these primitive agricultural societies women played an important role f 

In the social economy, were equal to men within the political structures and , 
occupied a front-line position in so far as the family system and marriage 
were concerned. Clans were matriarchal, children were named after the 
mother and were enrolled in the mother’s clan and exogamy, that is marriage 
outside the clan, was the rule. In view of the role of women in the social 
economy, the man after marriage moved over to his wife’s house, worked in 
the communal fields there and became an additional member of the labour 
force in her clan. The need for an expanding labour force also explains the 
practice of adoption in these tribes. Any clan had the right to adopt as many 
prisoners of war as required. They became a part of the clan and worked in its 
fields. 6 

The economic importance of woman is manifest in the fact that she was ; 

free to separate from her husband by a personal decision on her part without 
mutual agreement, The husband was then obliged to leave his wife’s house¬ 
hold and clan and return to his own family and people. The children, however, 
were left behind with the mother. Women were also equal with men as far as 
leadership roles within the political structures were concerned and also headed 
religious rituals, ceremonies and forms of worship. Religious customs and 
practices did not differentiate between men and women in any way. 7 

However, after some time, it became possible for men and women to 
settle down in one place. Agriculture became a steady source of food. 

When methods and techniques improved, it began to yield a surplus and the 
exploitation of other people’s labour became a possibility. The idea of private 
property, especially in land, spread and replaced the communal ownership of 
the clan and with it the right to remain on the land generation after generation 
in order to cultivate it. 8 Private property led man to deprive women of their 
prerogative in naming their children after themselves. His aim was to identify 
his children and hand down Iris property to them after his death. Property \ ^ . 4 
and inheritance therefore destroyed the foundation of matriarchal and matri-l 
lineal systems and led to the division of society into social classes. : 

With the expansion of private property these ancient societies became 
sharply differentiated into two main social classes: the landowners and masters 
of slaves on the one hand, who constituted a minority; and the vast majority 
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of slaves, who owned nothing not even themselves, on the other. These 
developments were accompanied by a parallel degradation in the status and 
position of women, who first in the ruling classes of landowners and concom¬ 
itantly in the rest of society passed under the economic, social and religious 
domination of men. Women lost their previous religious prestige and ceased to 
oversee and head religious rituals and ceremonies. Man monopolized religion 
for his own purposes and male gods prevailed, whereas women slid down to 
the lowest rungs of religious status. This process ran parallel to the develop¬ 
ment of private property. The old structures were replaced by systems based 
on exploitation and women were relegated to the bottom orders of society. 
With increasing male domination the patriarchal system started to hold sway 
as an accompaniment to the division of society into landowners (or masters) 
and slaves who were tire property of masters. 9 

The father became the head of the family, the paterfamilias, and its 
religious head. He presided over religious rituals and ceremonies. With the 
patriarchal family the worship of ancestors became finally established as a 
means of reinforcing the position of the father. 10 The father after his death 
thus rose to the level of the gods, whereas women were placed on the same 
level as herds of cattle whose master holds their life and death in his hands. 

The mother and her children became akin to the property, land and slaves 
owned by the father. The word familia among the ancient Romans in fact 
meant the fields, houses, money and slaves which constituted a man’s riches 
and property, and which he passed down the line as an inheritance. The 
woman was part of this familia, that is, part of his possessions. 

To elaborate in detail on the history of women in ancient societies or on 
the cult of female worship and goddesses would be a deviation from the main 
theme of this book, which is the situation of contemporary women in Arab 
and Islamic society. Nevertheless an approach which seeks to deal with the 
present without throwing any light on the past is in grave danger of missing, 
or misinterpreting, some of the fundamental truths relating to women in the 
Arab world. The present has its roots in the past, just as the future develops 
from the present. In this sense our knowledge, our understanding of society 
and our destiny are all influenced to an important extent by what has pre¬ 
ceded in history. It is not possible to grasp why women live as they do in the 
Arab countries, nor to show the way out of their predicament, if we do not go 
back in history to religion. Just as it is not possible to know why women were 
relegated to^ an inferior position in religion if we know nothing about their 
status and situation in the societies and civilizations that preceded the three 
main monotheistic religions. To take this argument further, it is therefore 
wrong to attempt a study of women in Arab and Islamic society without 
referring to Christianity and Judaism, both of which preceded Islam and 
influenced it to a very marked extent in many aspects related to its funda¬ 
mental concepts and teachings. It is equally erroneous to deal with the mono¬ 
theistic religions and the position occupied by women therein, if we do not 
trace the paths that connect them with the religions belonging to a still more 
distant and misty past. 


The Thirteenth Rib of Adam 


The story of Adam and Eve was born in Judaism, and through Judaism arose 
the idea that woman was sinful and that sin was sex. With this idea the 
separation between spirit (or soul) and body was consecrated and canonized 
for all time, Christianity followed in the wake of Judaism, and went even 
further in smelting and moulding the iron fetters of prejudice and rigidity in 
(lie attitudes and values related to women and sex. To reinforce these fetters j 
and ensure their eternity Jesus Christ the Messiah was made to be bom a j 
sacred male, a lord so chaste that women were forbidden to him and sexual j 
relations with them were an experience that he was never to know, or even to 
seek. Furthermore he was made to be bom asexually from the womb of the 1 Q> 
Virgin Mary who had never known the embrace of a man. God filled her with 
the breath of his spirit and the embryo of the Messiah developed quietly in 
the silence of her womb. , .1 

These religious concepts and thoughts lead inevitably to the separation of 
human beings from their bodies and from real life. Thus arose the phenomenon 
winch was to be called the 'alienated experience of reality’ as an expression 
Indicating the splitting of human life into two. Henceforward two fundament¬ 
ally contradictory notions of life were to be locked in struggle all through the 
ages up to the present day. 

First, was the ancient or primitive humanistic notion which believes in the 
essential goodness of the human body and its functions, and which derives its 
roots from the religions of Ancient Egypt that gave great emphasis to the 
vitality, generosity and richness embodied in the physical qualities of both 
men and women. 

A second notion which spread its influence widely after Judaism and 
Christianity, and which leads to the alienation of the body from reality, 
encourages an escapist attitude towards the objective material world. Here the 
alienation is in relation to the material world, whether subjective or objective, 
where the term ‘material’ is used in its philosophical sense and not in the 
mundane sense usually attached to it. Human beings escape into the world of 
spirits, souls, ideas and illusions divorced from reality, and base their concep¬ 
tion of the world and themselves on an ‘idealist’ approach. ‘Idealism’ - again 
in a philosophical sense — has very often been wilfully confused with ‘ideals’ 
or ‘noble motives’ whereas in fact there is no necessary relation between the 
two. 

The woman in Christianity was once again sacrificed at the altar. A victim 
of the Judaic Jehovah and of the highly patriarchal religious practices related 
to Judaism, she now fell a victim to the cult of the Virgin Mary and the 
chastity of a Christ raised above the human level of desires and physical needs. 

She was caught and crushed between the two millstones of this struggle 
between the body and the spirit or soul, or, to express it differently, between 
good as emanating from the spirit and evil with its roots and sustenance in 
the body. God had created man in his own image, and God was spirit. Woman 
on the other hand was the body, and the body was sex. Man alone was a 
complete portrayal of the God of the Heavens, on earth, but woman could 
never become complete until espoused to a man, for through marriage 
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woman’s body was at least endowed with a head. This head was her husband. 

In the Old"Testament it is possible to trace the origin of this beheaded and 
distorted image of woman. Man was allowed to pray before God without 
covering his head since he resembled the Creator and was akin to Him. A 
woman, however, was enjoined to cover her head when praying because, 
/according to a common religious interpretation, she - unlike man - was found 
lacking in something essential. She was a body without a head. Since the main 
difference between a human being and an animal lies in the head, or in other 
words the brain, only man could be considered a complete human being. 
Woman was only an animal body dominated by passion, sensuality and an 
insatiable lust, carrying within herself evil as an integral part of her nature, a 
consecration of God’s will and an embodiment of Satan in the human being. 

All the prophets known in history, all the high priests, and monks and friars 
and frocked servitors of religion were men, dedicated to serving God and 
required to shun women for all life since women were descended from Satan. 

Artists of the Middle Ages have left behind many paintings and drawings 
depicting women kneeling on the ground behind Satan and trying to kiss his 
posterior. In the 13th Century Saint Thomas Aquinas and Albertos Magnus, 
who were considered the most prominent theologians of the time, propounded 
the idea that women were capable of having sexual relations with Satan. The 
Inquisition and its tribunals searched diligently for the women who had slept 
with Satan so that they could be burnt alive. There were certain signs and 
symptoms carefully defined by these conscientious dispensers of justice. They 
were called the signs of Satan and, once discerned in the victim, constituted 
irrefutable evidence of Satan’s imprint. 

Arab men both in the pre-Islamic and Islamic eras enjoyed a great degree of 
sexual freedom whether within the family through multiple marriages and 
divorce, or outside it through sexual relations with concubines and women 
slaves. 

This was not an exclusive characteristic of the life of Arab men but holds 
true for other societies as well. Men have accorded themselves this wide degree 
of sexual freedom ever since the patriarchal system and patriarchal relations 
were established in society. The special privileges of men are not related to 
their geographical distribution, or to the country from which they came, or to 
the cultures of the East or the West, but rather to the socio-economic structures 
of society. Therefore when a society remains patriarchal and characterized by 
class distinctions and divisions, men are accorded rights and freedoms of which 
women are deprived. 

Yet those who have written about the Arabs, and in particular the schools 
of imperialist and orientalist thought, have chosen to gloss over this funda¬ 
mental truth. In so doing they have shown either an incomplete understanding 
( of the factors that govern the relations between man and woman, or a 

conscious and premeditated bias which makes them portray the East and the 
Arabs in an unfavourable light. To them the sexual freedom practised by Arab 
men is a unique phenomenon unknown in other parts of the world, and Islam 
^the only religion that has made of women the objects of sexual pleasure for 
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men. To them the Arab male is exceptional in the fact that he practises poly¬ 
gamy or extra-marital relations as a normal part of his life. And yet all men, 

In all corners, of the earth, and in all the known periods of history since the 
world first witnessed the ascendancy of the patriarchal system over the more 
ancient matriarchal society, have practised sex with women other than their 
wives, either openly or in secret, sometimes slipping under a dark doorway, 
and at other times flaunting their mistresses for all to see. Christianity 
viewed sexual laxity with greater severity than any other religion, and 
Imposed virginity not only on Jesus Christ and his mother, Mary, but also on 
the men who donned the vestments or the robes of religion to become priests 
or monks or friars in the service of God. Yet despite the orthodoxy and 
sexual strictness inherent in Christianity’s teachings, history is an uncompro¬ 
mising witness to the fact that the ‘holy men of God’ had recourse to diverse 
and varied ways of expressing and satisfying their sexual needs, and that 
prostitution flared up as never before in the periods known for the predom¬ 
inance of puritanical attitudes and values. Luther’s Reformation was partly 
an attempt to correct the abuses that had become rampant within the 
church. 11 One of his observations was that a large part of the revenue of the 
Catholic Church was drawn from the dues paid by brothels. To him it 
appeared that the Church was working hand in hand with Satan since its very 
sustenance seemed to come from one of his favourite occupations. From the 
money of these brothels, from the sweat of women’s thighs, were built the 
‘beautiful houses of God’ where people came to worship and pray. Revenues 
largely drawn from subscriptions and charity came from men who dipped 
their hands into their pockets and dropped a few pieces of silver or bronze 
into the wooden boxes of the church before continuing on their way to the 
brothel. For was it not understandable that they should seek God’s mercy and 
forgiveness before sinning with a fellow woman? 

Prostitution was unknown until the patriarchal family established itself in 
society. 12 It was the only possible solution to a situation in which a single 
husband was imposed on every married woman whereas the man was free to Q) 
have sexual relations with women other than his wife. The need arose for a 
category of women with whom the men could practise extra-marital inter¬ 
course whenever they felt the desire, and with it was born one of the oldest 
occupations in the world,an occupation assigned exclusively to women, and \ 
for which there was no alternative since, in its absence, with whom could the,\ 
male practise his sexual licence? i 

Thus it was that the patriarchal system established the social institution 
which came to be known as prostitution, and side by side with it a new social 
category, the ‘illegitimate child’ - the fruit of sexual relations between man 
and the prostitute. 

The prostitute and the illegitimate child became the sacrificial victims 
slaughtered at the altar of the patriarchal god. It was they who were made to 
pay the price for the birth of the patriarchal family, its survival and its 
reinforcement. Men on the other hand were exempt, exonerated. No price was 
paid by them, no reputation sullied, no suffering incurred for the privilege of 
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an unshackled sexual freedom and a free, or almost free, ticket to pleasure. 
Nothing — except the process of dehumanization and alienation which was to 
be the common lot of both men and women throughout the long centuries, 
since the people of the earth were first divided into classes, and once divided 
into classes experienced what it meant to be differentiated according to sex, 
race, creed and colour, and the sum of their worldly possessions. The common 
lot of men and women, fragmented into body and mind, matter and spirit, 
belief and action, and tom asunder by the double standards that cut like a 
sword through the personality. 

To my mind the Arab men were perhaps more straightforward and honest 
than other men have been. They did not try to conceal their sexual life 
behind heavy curtains, or a smoke-screen of puritanical values. They reflected 
their relationships with women creatively and without inhibitions in literature 
and poetry. 

I do not belong to the category of people who believe that to seek sexual 
pleasure is a sin, nor do I think it possible to consider men and women who 
insist on attaining sexual satisfaction and fulfilment as afflicted with some 
form of deviation or depravity. On the contrary, it is Christian and Victorian 
puritanism and orthodoxy which consider sexual pleasure and desire to be 
the work of the devil, which are at fault and are a deviation from what is 
natural to the human being. Such attitudes were taken so far that there came 
a time when a new-born child was considered impure until it received a 
Christian baptism. They were also the basis on which grew up the asexual 
rigidity of the Church characterized by a set of cold, severe Calvinistic values 
related to ‘renunciation of the world 5 chastity, virginity and ‘sexual sin 5 . 

These values, however, were applied in real life and practice not to the 
ruling classes but only to the mled, not to men but only to women, and not 
to the rich but only to the poor. They acted as shackles upon the mind and 
fetters around the body, making it all the more easy for the forces of reaction, 
oppression, and dictatorship to dominate and domesticate the vast masses of 
men and women living under their yoke. The patriarchal family was one of the 
important social changes that paved the way for the division of society into 
masters and slaves, and a corner stone in the structure of the ancient empires 
built on colonization. In the same way, the puritanical values of the Christian 
Church at different stages of its development were utilized to enforce systems 
built on oppression and are still part of the arsenal of heavy weapons which 
maintain a continuous barrage in the war against the revolutionary struggles of 
women, coloured races, and the exploited classes living under semi-feudal or 
capitalist systems which have drawn their main support from imperialism and 
neo-colonialism. 

History has shown the close link that exists between economics and religion, 
between economic relationships (and needs) and the moral and sexual values 
Q that predominate in a given society. These values change in different periods, 
under different social systems, and with the historical evolution of countries. 

I Economic necessities and needs, which are in turn reflected in political changes 
and imperatives, act as a crucial factor in moulding the values that govern our 
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lives and influence our sexual ethics. 

As an example of economic necessity engendered by the growth of 
European capitalism at the beginning of the industrial era finding its express¬ 
ion and legitimisation in the sphere of high morality, we may cite the concept 
of sublimation, which became a scientific theory cherished as one of the 
achievements of the Freudian school of psycho-analysis. The basic solid facts 
behind this ‘noble 5 idea, however, are probably very different to what its 
propagators and disciples thought them to be. Society at that time, and with 
it the rising capitalist class, was in urgent need of the greatest possible physical 
effort on the part of the workers in the mushrooming factories and industrial 
areas. This physical effort, the source of profit and capital accumulation, was 
particularly necessary at a stage where sophisticated technology and machinery 
were still to be discovered and invented. It was imperative that every drop of 
sweat and every ounce of energy be extracted from the bodies of workers, 
and tins was only possible through maximising the degree of material, social 
and religious oppression. An important weapon in the armoury of exploi¬ 
tation was the creation of sacred values which made out of toil a supreme Q) 
virtue. As an inevitable corollary to a life of toil, life’s pleasures and sex had 
to be sacrificed, and the only way was to depict them as unworthy, degrading, 
lower forms of human activity, which were more suited to the world of 
animals than to that of men and women. 

Thus it was that capitalist accumulation was accompanied during this 
period by puritanical values, morals and norms of behaviour which found their 
origin in a rigid Calvinistic Protestantism. At a later stage, however, when 
industrial societies witnessed a rapid advance in technology and machinery, 
when human physical effort was no longer so much in demand, when standards 
of living had risen and hours of work had dropped, when production had been 
multiplied a hundred fold and consumption had made rapid strides, the puri¬ 
tanical values and'moral codes which taught renunciation and abstention to 
the working man and woman lost their significance and their function. In an j 
era when the cry for more consumption became the order of the day, to | 
preach the bible of sacrifice and the ethics of non-consumption became out \ q 
of place. From then onwards, men and women had actively to be exhorted 1 
to follow the path of worldly desire and pleasure, to give free rein to their \ 
physical needs, and to worship the fetish of consumption. It was also J 

necessary to divert the human race, which unfortunately was learning and 
understanding more rapidly than ever before, from pondering too deeply on 
the reasons for its woes, lest people discover what and who was responsible for 
the hunger and deprivation from which they suffered. 

It is easy to understand why segregation and the veil were imposed upon 
women at a later stage of Islam, whereas in the earlier stages women were 
allowed to move about freely and expose their faces for all to see. Even today, 
some of the Arab countries still maintain the customs that developed in later 
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In addition, the fact that men felt the need to prescribe such customs, and 
to 'keep the women away from participation in normal life seems to explode 
the myth of the powerful male and the defenceless and weak female. The 
tyranny exerted by men over women indicates that they had taken the 
measure of the female’s innate strength, and needed heavy fortifications to 
protect themselves against it. 

To my mind, Islamic culture rests on the above premises, namely that 
woman is powerful and not weak, positive and not passive, capable of destroy¬ 
ing and not easily destructible, and that if anyone needs protection it is the 
t man rather than the woman. 

However, this is only one aspect of the situation, for truth is many-sided. 

On the other side lies the fact that this innate resilience and strength of the 
woman bred fear in the heart of primitive man. And it was this fear, or even 
terror, that led him to oppress and subjugate her with all means at his 
disposal, be they economic, social, legal or moral. All these means had to be 
mobilized and synchronized to place at his disposal an overbearing and for¬ 
midable armoury, used exclusively to conquer the indomitable vitality and 
strength that lay within women, ready to burst out at any moment. The 
building up of this armoury was a logical consequence of a specific situation. 
For the potential force that lies within a being itself decides the counter-force 
required to hold him or her down and to suppress their capacity for resistance. 
It is not difficult to understand, therefore, why the severest and most violent 
of laws were those that governed the sexual life of women, and decided what 
was permissible and what was impermissible for her. Burning alive and 
assassination were sometimes a merciful penalty for disobedience to these laws. 
There are men of science and anthropologists who believe that primitive woman 
was too powerful to be subdued by the laws laid down by men, and that she 
put up a violent and long drawn our resistance against the establishment of the 
patriarchal system during its early stages, and in defence of the wide freedoms 
and possibilities of natural expression she had enjoyed until then. Mary Jane 
Scherfey believes that one of the factors that delayed the onward march of 
male patriarchal civilization for more than 6,000 years, was the powerful sexual 
nature of primitive woman. 13 

It is also not difficult to understand why, even today, there are men who 
will kill a woman if she oversteps the limits of the prescribed sexual laws or 
moral codes imposed upon her. We often hear about the father, brother or 
uncle in Upper Egypt who killed the daughter because, on the night of her 
marriage, defloration did not yield the expected patches of red blood on a 
white cloth, or about a husband shooting his wife because he saw her with 
another man. 
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12. Man the God, 
Woman the Sinful 


Akhnatoun the Egyptian King, social reformer and philosopher, was the first 
to formulate a monotheistic religion worshipping one god — Raa, or Harakhni, 
who scintillates and shines and burns at the horizon in the form of a great light 
(Shu) and is enveloped within the sun. 1 The thought of Akhnatoun had a 
great influence on Moses, the prophet of Israel, and this can be followed in 
the close similarity which exists between verses of the Old Testament and the 
writings of Akhnatoun. Christianity inherited from the legacy of Judaism, and 
Islam in its turn built up its system of religious thought, values and precepts 
on the two monotheistic religions which had preceded it. 

One of the famous myths shared by all three religions is that of Adam and 
Eve. This story, which comes as a part of the Genesis of the Earth, occupies 
in all its beautiful and significant symbolism a prominent part in both the Old 
Testament and the Koran. 

The first man on Earth, Adam, went as far as denying Eve her ability to 
bear children and bestowed this power on himself since, as the story goes, 

‘Eve was bom of Adam’s rib’. This is symbolic and reflects the predominant 
position that man had annexed for himself in these early stages of history 
characterized by increasing landownership pursued with lust and greed, slave 
markets where men and women were sold like cattle, an accentuation of the 
division of society into classes, accompanied by a ferocious exploitation of 
unpaid labour and a patriarchal system in its most extreme forms. 

The original story of Adam and Eve, as told in the Old Testament and 
Koran, shows clearly the injustice suffered by woman, and the attempt to 
mask her situation by religious sanctification aimed at smothering all doubt, 
all discussion and all resistance. For that which God has ordained no man or 
woman may question. 

My first and therefore vivid recollection of this feeling of injustice goes 
back to the day when I heard my school teacher reading out to us the story 
of Adam and Eve. At the time I was still a child attending primary school. I 
was afraid to express what I felt and kept it to myself, 

But, whenever I returned to this story, my child’s mind somehow could 
neither believe nor accept it. For God is assumed to be just and justice 
requires that there should be no discrimination between Adam and Eve. God 
is also endowed with an infallible logic, so how can we explain the glaring 
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contradictions that run like red threads through the texture of this religious ' 
canvas? God glorifies the mind of man in his sacred books and makes of him 
the symbol of thought and intelligence, whereas woman personifies the body, 
a body without a head, a body whose head is the man. Yet in the story Eve 
Is more intelligent than Adam, able to understand what Adam fails to grasp, 
and to realize that the forbidden tree bears the most delicious and exhilarating 
of all fruits — knowledge, and with knowledge the capacity to differentiate 
between good and evil. She was quick and sensitive enough to perceive that 
God’s warnings not to approach the forbidden fruit carried a hidden purpose 
behind them, an attempt to conceal some truth and the fear that if once their 
hands had stretched out to the branches, and once their teeth had bitten into 
the juicy fragrant flesh, their minds would be able to discern between good 
and evil. From that moment they would rise to the level of their Creator. 

Man who was created in the image of the God would himself become God. 

In my child’s mind everything seemed to indicate that Eve was brilliant, 
whereas Adam was like a sheep following in her wake. 

At a later stage when I had started my higher education at the Helwan 
Secondary School, I was sitting quietly at tire back of the class when the 
Arabic language teacher asked to analyse the grammar of ‘Mostapha Praises 
Allah’. I said that ‘Mostapha’ was a noun, masculine gender, acting as subject 
and ‘praises’ was the present tense of the verb to praise, in the third person 
singular. ‘Allah’ was a noun acting as object. The teacher hardly gave me time 
to complete the last part before he said in a single breath: ‘May Allah have 
mercy on us. You must say “Allah who sits on the throne of all majesty, 
masculine noun, acting as object.” ’ I repeated after him: ‘Allah who sits on 
the throne of all majesty, masculine noun, acting as object.’ At the adjective, 
masculine, I hesitated for a moment and then went on. In a flash an idea 
had occurred to me, ‘Wiry was Allah masculine and not feminine?’ and I 
burst out with my question with all the eagerness that comes from an original 
drought. The teacher shot to his feet, trembling with wrath and disapproval 
and shouted out in a loud voice: ‘May Allah have mercy on us. How can Allah 
be feminine, thou girl who hast no shame? How dare you place Allah with the 
female sex. Allah is masculine! Masculine! And all the sacred verses of tire 
Koran use He and not She when speaking of Allah.’ 

That day I was;given a zero in grammar, accompanied by a warning, or 
rather a threat, that questions like the one I had asked were sufficient 
lo fail me in the final examination. Nevertheless he was prepared to forgive 
me for my impious questions if I never reverted to them again. 

But I could not stop myself from thinking. When I grew older, it occurred 
to me that the only difference was that men have a protruding sexual organ. 
Could that mean that Allah was also like men in this sense. So I asked my 
father whether Allah possessed a male sexual organ. And because he was 
broadminded and had accustomed us at an early age to think freely, to 
question and not to believe in anything that was not convincing, he did not 
tremble in wrath like my teacher but answered calmly: ‘Allah is masculine 
but has np sexual organ, because He is only a spirit and has no body.’ 
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But the next question was already on the tip of my tongue and our 
dialogue continued: 

‘How can a spirit be masculine? Are there masculine spirits and feminine 
spirits?’ 

He said: ‘A spirit is a spirit, and is neither male nor female.’ 

‘Why did you then say that Allah is masculine?’ 

‘Allah is a spirit and is neither male nor female.’ 

‘Why then do all the verses of the Koran use the male gender when speaking 
of Allah?’ - x 

‘Because it is not appropriate to address Allah or speak of him in the female 
gender.’ . 

‘Then you mean that the female or feminine gender is unworthy and suffers 
from some fault, or failing, or stigma, whereas this is not the case with the 
male gender?’ 

‘Yes, the superiority of males over females is the real reason behind the fact 
that prophets have always used the male gender when addressing Allah or 
speaking of Him. All prophets were themselves males and we have never heard 
1 of a woman prophet. The first man on earth, Adam, was placed above Eve 
since he was at the origin of the human race, was more powerful and gave life li 
her from one of his ribs. Whereas Eve incited him to eat of the forbidden 
fruit and to disobey the warnings of Allah.’ 

I was by now thoroughly bemused but intent on not giving up. 

‘What you say, father, is rather contradictory. How is it that Eve, who was 
bom of a rib in Adam’s body and was much weaker than him, should have 
suddenly acquired an unusual strength that permitted her to convince Adam, 
so that he listened to her and disobeyed the orders of Allah. There her role 
was positive and her personality more powerful than that of Adam who 
remained passive and followed her word.’ 

‘Yes, but Eve was positive only where evil was concerned.’ 


* * * * 

It is the right of ordinary human beings to ask for and expect prosperity, 
food, clothing and security, from the female God. On the other hand, 
philosophers, men of science, and artists seek for knowledge from these 
Gods, and above all for an understanding of their true nature. The 
difference between one human being and another lies in knowledge, and 
the difference between one God and another lies in knowledge also. 


I remember having read this passage as a child in one of the old books in 
my father’s library. They were probably the words of Plutarch inscribed in 
his book on the Egyptian Goddess, Isis. Despite the passing of many years, I 
still remember it and recall also that Homer considered the God, Zeus, as 
being superior to Osiris because he had greater knowledge. The woman god 
Isis was, however, the greatest of gods because she possessed more understand^ 
and knowledge than all other gods. Her name, Isis, itself signifies wisdom and 
knowledge. The stmcture in which her status is lodged itself indicates the 
process of discovering understanding and is called Izion which means that 
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he who enters the Zona or house of the goddess will attain the truth. 2 

All those who have written about Isis maintain that her tme worshippers 
are not the priest clothed in sacred robes and wearing a flowing beard, but 
those persons who seek truth and knowledge without respite. 

If we read the story of Isis and Osiris, we find that it was Isis who was the 
source of all action, work and creation. In fact, she it was who re-created and 
re-built what men such as Touphoun, had destroyed. Touphoun symbolized 
everything that was superfluous, irrational and chaotic. All that was useful 
and constructive found its source in Isis’s activities and merely took the shape 
of Osiris. Osiris was no more than the concretized form of Isis’s actions. 

By virtue of her intelligence and knowledge, Isis was able to overcome the 
malign force of Touphoun who cut Osiris’s body into small pieces and 
scattered them afar. Hs sexual organ was devoured by the fish in the waters 
of the Nile, but Isis was able to reassemble his body and create him anew. 

She provided him with a renewed sexual organ to replace the one he had lost. 

The mythological story of Isis shows clearly that woman in ancient society 
was the source of creation and action. Man, however, was the object of 
action, the result of woman’s initiative and versatile creativity. That is why 
(lie name, Isis, means in fact wisdom, knowledge and rapid action. Osiris, on 
the other hand, only means the pure (virtuous) or sacred. 

Isis created Osiris who was in fact merely the result of one of her actions. 
She also gave birth to Homs, her son, and imparted life to the greatest of all 
gods, who is said to have given birth to Isis or Athena through his head. 

Iodexus explains that the ancient Egyptians portrayed Zeus as being 
Incapable of movement because his lower limbs were stuck together. He thus 
remained completely isolated, far away from everything because of his 
Infirmity which paralysed him completely and was a source of shame. It was 
Isis who cut through a separation between Iris limbs and endowed him with 
the capacity to move and walk. 3 

The meaning to be derived from this myth is clear, since it was Isis who 
gave life, knowledge and the capacity for movement to Zeus, Osiris and 
I-Iorus. Yet the men who later on explained the meaning of this story did not 
realize its significance, or perhaps pretended not to understand it, so that they 
could modify and distort it to suit their own ends, to make out of the male 
god the Source and the Creator, and out of the woman one of his creations. 
For did not Zeus give birth to Isis from Iris head, and did not Adam give birth 
to Eve from his rib? 

Thus it is that the myth of Adam and Eve does not differ in essence from 
that of Isis and Osiris, except for the enhanced sanctity bestowed upon it by 
the sacred heavenly books which placed it for many outside the scope of 
rational discussion. 

Eve was also deprived of her capacities for knowledge, movement and 
creation and thus suffered the same fate as Isis. Yet, if we read the original 
story as described in the Old Testament, it is easy for us to see clearly that 
Eve was gifted with knowledge, intelligence and superior mental capacities, 
whereas Adam was only one of her instruments, utilized by her to increase 
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her knowledge and give shape to her creativity. 

Yet, despite the prominent role played by ancient woman and ancient 
female gods in so far as knowledge, creativity and thought were concerned, 
these mythological stories were interpreted differently. Truth was made to 
stand on its head so that man could become the god, the creator, the being 
that gave birth to woman. 

Man usurped the throne of strength to become the source and the origin 
of all things, and woman was relegated to the position of a weak, passive 
dependant when in fact, at the early stages of history, she had occupied the 
predominant position. Adam followed Eve, and Isis was stronger and more 
powerful than ,the most tyrannical of all men, Touphoun - Touphoun, the 
evil and cunning god, was able to overcome his gentle and kind brother, 
Osiris. It was Isis who came to the rescue of Osiris and triumphed over 
Touphoun, fighting him with the very same weapons he had used, for she 
bought the devil with her riches. 

Woman’s knowledge and capacities went deeper and further back in time 
than those of men. Woman was stronger in mind and in intelligence than 
Satan, and was always able to overcome the devils and gods with her wisdom 
and knowledge. Eve triumphed over the Creator when she was able to make 
Adam obey her, rather than his God. 

In those days, man seemed always to follow after woman, attracted by her 
intelligence and Wisdom. His fate would vary, over time, from a share of 
knowledge, wisdom and creative action to the opposite extreme of annihi¬ 
lation as happened to Touphoun and other devils. 

However, man was almost never objective when it came to interpreting 
these mythological stories which clearly reflect the high status which woman 
enjoyed in the pre-historical and pre-monotheistic stages of human life. 

Some analysts insist that man, at certain periods related to these stages, 
was able to overcome woman by the force of anns and so usurp her godly 
vocation, her creativity and her capacity to reason, and thus attribute all 
things to himself. In the story of Isis, for example, it is said that her son, 
Horus, cut off heir head or knocked off the kingly or godly crown which she 
wore because she released Touphoun from his captivity and pardoned him 
when he was brought to her in chains. 

The Old Testament also decapitated woman and made of her a body 
without a head. The husband therefore became the head of woman. This is 
the source of a very popular conception which considers that women have no 
brains, or are endowed with a lesser intelligence than men, despite the fact 
that, initially, women were the real possessors of knowledge and thought, and 
men were relegated to the situation of a follower. 

History however has seen a fundamental change and, with it, the ancient 
myths have been interpreted so as to favour the patriarchal and class interests 
born with the birth of slave societies. 

I remember reading somewhere in the ancient stories of Egypt and Greece 
that the crocodile was the image of god, being the only animal that did not 
emit any sound. 4 The contention was that the ‘reason of god’ or the ‘work 
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of god’ did not need sound to transmit itself. These stories also maintained that 
Zeus was deaf since he was deprived of ears. It was not fitting that the god 
that ruled over all things should listen to anyone. In addition, as mentioned 
before, he was bom with an infirmity which deprived him of movement, his 
two lower limbs being stuck together. Thus it was that he crawled like the 
crocodile. 

It was the woman, Isis, who was destined to bestow on him the ability to 

walk. 
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13. Woman at the Time 
of the Pharaohs 


The earliest and perhaps greatest of all ancient civilizations has been a fertile 
field for historical research. Scholars and Egyptologists repeatedly registered 
the fact that, in the preliminary stages of ancient Egyptian society, women 
were frequently drawn and engraved on the walls, and their size corresponded 
to that of men, indicating equality in status and prestige. But, later on, the 
female size started to decrease which meant that women were losing position 
in relation to men. This change was found to correspond with the appearance 
of private property extending from the Vllth to the Xth Dynasty (2420- 
2140 B.C.). Their status remained low throughout the period of tire Middle 
Kingdom from the Xlth to the Xlllth Dynasty, and during the period of the 
Hexus, as a result of the predominance of oppression, injustice and harsh 
exploitation of slaves accompanied by early feudalistic systems in some areas. 

It was only with the later Kingdom (1580 B.C.), after the vast uprisings and 
rebellions which swept the Egyptian people, including women and slaves, 
into a struggle against the foreign invaders and the landowners, that woman 
largely regained the position and prestige she had previously lost. Famous 
queens took over and reigned supreme during the XVIIIth Dynasty. For 
example Nephertiti, and Hatchipsoot who is well known for her powerful 
personality and her reign which lasted 22 years (1504-1483 B.C.). Hatchip- 
soofs statue was sculptured in the form of a sphinx, with a human head and 
a lion s body as a symbol of strength of mind and physique. Her reign was 
characterized by prosperity and progress. She proved her qualities as a ruler 
and a queen, but after she died Tohotmus III replaced her on the throne and 
gave orders that her statues be destroyed and her portraits and engravings be 
erased from the walls. 

However, on the whole, ancient Egyptian women did not receive promin¬ 
ence except during the Ancient Kingdom, that is before private property and 
landownership became predominant. In that early period, Pharaonic woman 
laboured in textile and carpet manufacture, traded in the markets and shared 
in hunting side by side with her husband. Drawings of the wife on the family 
tomb were equal in size to those of the husband and showed the esteem and 
respect accorded to women, as well as their equality, in duties and rights. 

This practice continued through the Illrd and IVth Dynasties (around 2780 B.C’ 
In the Bangam statue engraved on the walls of the Kamak temple, the wife 


Woman at the Time of the Pharaohs 


precedes her husband. A memorial stone erected in honour of a woman called 
Blsisht, who jived during one of the periods of the Ancient Kingdom, indicates 
that she presided over a group that brought together medical electors. An 
Egyptian husband was tried by a judge and punished with a hundred lashes of 
the whip for having insulted his wife, and was warned that he would be 
deprived of his share of the money earned jointly by the couple if he 
reverted to insulting her again. 2 . 

Ancient Egyptian women were also often highly cultured. A record shows 
that a man, called Khanoum Reddi, was working as librarian in the service 
of a great lady known as Nephro Kabith. He mentions that the lady appointed 
him in the town of Dandara as supervisor of the stores of books belonging to 
her mother who loved the sciences and arts. 3 

Women in ancient Egypt practised sports, swimming and acrobatics in the 
same way as men did. They drank wine at gatherings in the company of men 
and clinked their cups with them. Sometimes they even drank very heavily. A 
papyrus speaks of one woman who exclaims: ‘Give me eighteen cups of wine. 

I shall drink until the grape lifts me up in the air. Inside I feel as dry as straw.’ 4 

There are archaeologists like Armand, Muret and Prested who believe that 
during this period a child was named after its mother. Women entered into all 
fields of activity and occupied a wide variety of posts including those of 
governor of a province, ruler or minister, queen and goddess. The veil was 
unknown and no segregation between the sexes existed. Husband and wife 
were equal in all respects until the Illrd and IVth dynasties of the ancient * 
Kingdom. When big landownership developed parallel to slave society, and 
Imposed its control over the state during the Vth dynasty, men enforced the 
patriarchal family system in order to ensure that inheritance of property was 
reserved for their sons. 5 With the rise of the patriarchal system, another | 
parallel system developed, namely polygamy and then concubinage, ending j 
In the birth of the first illegitimate children and the loss of status which 
afflicted, women, bringing them down to the bottom of society. 

The first rev.oLutionaL W_uprising by slays s-agaiost larg e land ow ners and the 
{ulr niji i str a ti on-w-hich_rul e d in their name was reco^MmthTVTIth Dynasty - J 
(2420 B.C.). This historic event is known as the Memph Revolution and was 
^ directed against the landowners and reigning monarchs. The Egyptian people, 
men and women, burnt down the Royal Palace. They expressed their 
contempt for property and insisted that equal opportunities be provided for 
all without exception. However, some historians have depicted this revolt as 
B mere change of property from the hands of some, to the hands of others and 
have written saying: ‘Those that were unable to order a pair of sandals for 
themselves now took possession of the treasures.’ 6 

But big landownership reasserted its position once more, and in the year 
2160 B.C. the Egyptian people rose in revolt for the second time against the 
Pharaohs and their rule. The era of the Xth Dynasty was thus ushered in. 
Concubinage was abolished and illegitimate children disappeared from the 
scene since children were named after their mothers. But the big landowners 
returned to the attack and the second period of their uncontested rule 
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(1094 B.C.) was announced on the day when Harhour, the High Priest, took 
control of all power. Concubinage became an integral part of daily life and 
men enforced their sole right to divorce, and their monopoly of the priest¬ 
hood as a vocation. 

A new onslaught on the system of big landownership was launched by the 
people in the year 663 B.C. Subsequently the reign of King Bokhoris, who 
belonged to the XXIVth Dynasty, witnessed fundamental changes. Sons 
were freed from the father’s authority, women regained their rights and the 
priests no longer exercised any control over marriages as they had done in the 
past, since marriage lost its religious sanctity. Thus, under the patriarchal 
system, man becomes invested with religious priestly authority and marriage 
is submitted to statutes and laws laid down by religion. The patriarchal 
.system is also necessarily accompanied by concubinage and polygamy, and by 
a rigid and inhuman regulation of women’s lives in all aspects, whether 
religious, social or sexual. 

Parallel with the expansion of primitive landownership, an ever increasing 
number of slaves, interspersed with forms of hired labour in certain crafts, 
became a necessity if the land was to be cultivated. This new economic era, 
buttressed by appropriate social and religious values, therefore required a 
growing progeny to toil on the land and to replace the substantial proportion 
of deaths linked to the prevalence of high mortality rates. One of the religious 
values that evolved in support of these needs was the idea that the bigger the 
number of family members praying to and for the ancestors, the easier it 
would be for them to make their voices heard. Polygamy was therefore born 
not only of male sexual appetite linked with male dominance, but also with 
this striving for extensive progeny. Wives were also a source of wealth since 
they shouldered many heavy tasks in both field and home, without expecting 
any payment in return apart from their keep. Their lot was that of unpaid 
labourers, no better off than slaves, and, to a woman, having more wives in 
the household was in many ways a boon. Tasks could be shared, heavy loads 
lifted together and the burdens of life carried on several pairs of shoulders 
rather than one. Sometimes they might even be a source of human comfort 
in the face of grief, exploitation and injustice. 

Polygamy for the man meant the satisfaction of sexual appetite. To rein¬ 
force his right to several wives and to sanctify his economic greed and sexual 
lust, the support of religion was necessary. On the other hand, since monogamy 
for women was required to identify and reinforce patrilineal descent and 
ensure the inheritance of property by the sons of the father, another set of 
values sanctifying man’s ownership of women, both economically and sexually, 
had to be prescribed and legitimized. Here again religion came to the rescue. 

But, in her turn, woman did not feel that a single man could quench the 
thirst of her sexual desire. She too needed more than one husband, and in a 
situation where her only man was shared with other women, she was reduced 
to the vain attempt of finding satisfaction in being married to a fraction of a 
man. The sexual desire of strong primitive woman was, therefore, out of all 
proportion to her actual share of sexual life. 
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As was inevitable, woman resisted the limits within which man tried to 
confine her natural needs. Man, in his turn, fought against this resistance with 
all his might in an attempt to enforce his discipline and control by a set of 
lion laws, precepts and customs. Death for women was the price for 
adultery, imprisonment was a lighter fate, and a cruel jealousy perhaps the 
lightest of all, a jealousy which later became the emotion depicted by moderhU 
man as the highest expression of love, a noble feeling described with warmth \ 
by men of letters and poets in both East and West. Shakespeare’s Othello, . ] 
and Othello’s jealousy which led to the murder of his beloved Desdemona, 
are a vivid portrayal of the evil discharge pent up in man ever since private 
property and possession of women began to spin the web that imprisons his 
soul and alienates him from his own humanity. 

An array of laws and regulations descended from heaven and rose up from 
the solid earth to enforce chastity, virginity, marital fidelity and obedience 
on women alone, lest a pale cold beam of doubt cross the mind of man that 
some outsider might have slipped into his children’s pen under cover of 
darkness and become a candidate for his inheritance. 

Yet, despite the heavy guns pointed at women, despite the tabernacles, 
wise whisperings, values and customs and a merciless legal and moral code, 
doubt in the fidelity of woman has always lain like a shadow over the mind 
and heart of man. This doubt, which has accompanied man ceaselessly from 
the early primitive days to the most modern of contemporary societies, is so 
strong, so deep-rooted, that it cannot be misplaced, cannot be a mere illusion. 
Behind it lies objective reality, and a logical and inexorable rationale, a reality 
and a rationale which nevertheless remain contradictory, absurd and unreal 
because they are based on and derived from the age-long double standard 
which has so governed the lives of men and women: a set of free standards for 
the male and an authoritarian, enslaving code of chastity and sexual rectitude 
for the female. 

This double moral standard has its roots deep in the past, embedded in the 
fundamental upheaval in social relations when man first learnt that he could 
own and that, if he owned, he could exploit both slave and woman. From that 
moment the fate of woman was decided for thousands of years. She was 
destined to lose her equality with man in society, at home and even in the 
sacred realms of religion. 

This degradation in the status of women reached its lowest point in ancient 
Rome where.,women were entirely in the grasp (manus) and at the mercy of 
men. 7 The Dark Ages had begun for her with the first civilization?, with the 
dawn of a new era which ushered in the promises and the reality of human 
progress. For history and the division of society into classes had ordained that,\ 
in order that some might have the leisure to administer and to think, to \ 'Q 

Imagine and to invent, the vast majority, composed of slaves and labourers and 1 
women, had to toil and suffer. 1 

Thus it was that woman was dethroned from her position as head of tribes 
and clans, deprived of her right to name the children bom of her own womb, 
and transformed into an unpaid slave. She was imprisoned behind walls like 
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an animal in a cage, and sold or bought openly in a slave auction or under the 
guise of marriage to a man. Divested of her freedom to choose or make decisions, 
it was the father or one of the male elders who decided on the man she would 
marry, and on the price that they could obtain in the bargain. The Roman 
father of the familia thus disposed of the womenfolk for they were his 
possessions and one of the sources of his wealth. 8 

In Roman law, the domination of man over woman was consecrated in its 
most extreme forms. The father not only enjoyed the prerogative of selling his 
daughter into marriage, but also had the pleasure of putting an end to her life 
if in his view the necessity arose. After marriage these patriarchal rights were 
transferred to the husband who then legally owned the mother of his future 
children. 9 

During a trip to India in 1974,1 visited a region in the tea plantation areas 
near the town of Conoor in the southern state of Tamil Nadu. The region is 
inhabited by a number of tribes whose life is very different from that of the 
usual urban or even rural inhabitants. The men have rather original functions 
in life. They do no work but merely supervise the premises and activities of 
the temple, and dance at religious festivals. Their faces are painted with special 
white and carmine powders, their hair grows long and flowing, and they wear 
ornaments and rings hanging from their ears, very similar to those with which 
an Egyptian peasant woman would adorn herself. The women, however, after 
working all day on the tea plantations or in the potato fields, return to their 
homes to cook, wash and feed their husbands and children. I was invited to 
attend a religious festival organized by one of these tribes, called the Kdthas, 
in the village of Drichijadi. I witnessed the men with long hair, painted faces 
and elaborate earrings dancing around the temple, while the women and young 
girls sat at a distance in the area prescribed to them and looked on. 

I asked the head of the tribe why this was so, and he explained that the 
ground encircling the temple was sacred and therefore women and girls were 
not allowed to tread on it with their feet. Women, young girls and even female 
children were also not allowed in the temple. 

Within the boundaries of this village there were two temples. The first, 
called the Shiva temple, housed a small statue of the god Shiva hewn in black 
stone. The second had been built for the goddess Parvathi, wife of Shiva, also 
widely worshipped in India. I was astounded to leam that the men had not 
only forbidden the women from entering Shiva’s temple, but also prevented 
them from visiting the goddess Parvathi, despite the fact that the statuelrefore 
which the villagers prayed was that of a woman. In answer to my questions, the 
head of the tribe argued that the realm of religion is reserved for males, 
whereas the earth is woman’s domain. Elaborating on this idea, he went on to 
say that women possess everything in life. They work in the fields and at home, 
and feed all the members of the family. Even the children are theirs, since It 
is they who give life and birth to them. Men can never be sure of their father¬ 
hood. They have nothing left in life except the gods and the temples. They 
must therefore exercise their exclusive right to these gods and temples, lest 
they fall under women’s domination. 
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Children in these tribes are named after the mother since polyandry is 
common and the women marry more than one man. The father of the child 
is, therefore, unknown in many cases. In addition, despite the fact that the 
woman is the bread winner of the family since she alone is the source of all 
work and income whether in cash or kind, the tribe is governed by a system of 
traditions and customs enforced by the elders and prescribed, according to 
them, by the god Shiva. In this system man mles, makes the decisions, and 
distributes the earnings to the' members of the tribe. In the name of Shiva and 
his precepts, men take possession of the women’s income and preside over the 
life of the family. The women are thus relegated to the position of mere 
labourers, or even slaves, under the control of the men. As a further develop¬ 
ment of this male authority, children were beginning to take their descent 
from the father’s line, and monogamy was gradually being enforced on women 
to ensure that the father could identify his children. 

These tribes may be considered as being in an intermediate stage between 
the matriarchal system which still prevails in small pockets of Southern India 
and the highly patriarchal societies of the North. It is one of the numerous 
patterns which intervene between the two opposing poles of the family 
structure. However, in this huge country, covering a wide spectrum of 
historical phases, very diverse situations may be found. For example, about 
40 miles from Delhi, there are tribes in rural areas who practise a surreptitious 
form of polyandry. When one man is with the woman, his chappals (sandals) 
are left outside the door to alert the household that she has a visitor. 

All the evidence shows that man was only enabled to assert his predom¬ 
inance through ownership of the means of production and control of both 
economic activity and religion. His ascendancy in religion was attained by a 
kind of self-nomination that permitted him to frame the laws of conduct 
and morals, to interpret them and to enforce them in the name of the gods 
whom he represented. Man always feared woman as the source of life, 
endowed with mysterious and awesome capacities, strong, patient, resilient, 
hard working in forest, field or home. When individual production could 
yield a surplus, exploitation became possible and some people were able to 
Eve on the labour of others. 

Why was it that man gained the upper hand over women? There are diverse 
theories which try to explain this change. Perhaps a plausible explanation is 
the fact that women were more involved in child bearing and rearing than 
men, especially as a numerous progeny was required to balance the high 
incidence of death and the need for labour on tire land. 

I always remember my visit to the village of Drichijadi like a sudden 
opening into the past, vivid, captivating but painful. Here were the descen¬ 
dants of ancient woman, strong, enduring, her labouring hands thickened, 
coarse and with a-firm grip. Around the houses of the village sprawled the 
men, basking in the sunshine, smoking, drinking, playing games with little 
stones held lightly in their smooth, delicate palms and fingers, while the 
women toiled away, naked feet planted in the earth, heads bent, the sun 
tracing the long hours of their labour across the sky from horizon to horizon. 
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14. Liberty to the Slave, 
But Not for the Woman 


The monotheistic religions, in enunciating the principles relating to the role 
and position of women in life, as we have seen, drew inspiration and guidance 
from the values of the patriarchal and class societies prevalent at the time. 
These class societies were built on the division mainly into landowners and 
slaves, whether men or women. 

The messages that were carried to their peoples by the Prophets Moses, 
Jesus and Mahomet in their essence were a call to revolt against the injustices 
of the slave system. True, there were differences in the content and the fonn 
of their revolutionary teachings due to tire fact that each was born at a 
different time and in a different society with its own social and economic 
characteristics. But they all had in common this rebellion against the evils 
and injustices of slavery. It varied in extent and depth, yet was always there. 

As a result, since the position of women was closely related to the social 
and economic relationships predominant at the time, it was natural, that any 
attempt to resist the injustices suffered by people, and to change the structure 
drat was the basis of society, would overflow and encompass the position of 
women to a greater or lesser degree. This was particularly true in the earlier 
stages of the transformations resulting from Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
Nevertheless the position of women remained inferior to that of men, in all 
three religions, but especially in Judaism. 

A Hebrew household was embodied in the patriarchal family, under the 
uncontested and undivided authority of the father who was very much like 
the Roman head of th efamilia. Each household among the ‘Sons of Israel’ 
was composed of a number of wives and concubines, their children and the 
wives of the male sons, the grandchildren, and the slaves. 1 The head of this 
large household was the father who was known as the roshe . 2 He enjoyed 
absolute juridical and legal authority, 3 chose his heir according to his sole 
wishes 4 and disposed of his daughters in complete freedom since it was his 
right to sell any of them to whoever would pay the price he wanted. 5 The 
life of a child depended on his will since he could put amend to it whenever 
he so desired, 6 or offer the child as a sacrifice to God. 7 The biblical story of 
Isaac, the son who yielded to Abraham his father when the latter decided to 
sacrifice him to Jehovah, is well known. This right over life and death 
extended to all those who lived in the household and over whom the father 
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wielded his absolute authority. For example he could kill the widow of his 
son by burning her if she committed adultery after having lost her husband. 

The woman in a Jewish household was part of the familia as in Rome, 
that is an integral part of the father’s inheritance composed of money, prop¬ 
erty and slaves. The household comprised the women, the male slaves, the 
female slaves, the bulls, the donkeys and other things. 8 The husband was 
called the lord or master of the women 9 and they addressed him as ‘my lord’. 10 
The birth of a son was an occasion for rejoicing whereas the birth of a 
daughter brought sadness and lamentation. 11 

Yet despite the tight fetters to which a woman had to submit, the man was 
free to have as many wives and concubines as he desired sexually and could 
even have intercourse with his daughters. The two daughters of Lot took turns 
in sleeping with their father until they both became pregnant and bore sons. 
Moab and Bennami Jacob ‘took unto himself two sisters. 12 A man could 
divorce his woman at any time and the Old Testament recounts how Abraham 
expelled his slave Hagir the Egyptian and her son from his household and left 
them in the desert with nothing but some bread and a goatskin of water. They 
wandered over the burning sands until they were lost; they were never heard 
of again. 13 

Polygamy was widely practised by the ‘Sons of Israel’, especially among 
the richer families and kings. David is known to have married many women 
and in addition to have kept a retinue of slaves and concubines. 14 Rehoboam 
married 18 women and owned 60 concubines and through them had 28 sons 
and 60 daughters. 15 And Abigah waxed mighty and married 14 wives and 
begat 22 sons and 16 daughters. 16 But Solomon excelled and surpassed all the 
other kings for he married 700 women, and kept 300 concubines. 17 He began 
his kingly life with the murder of his elder brother because the latter tried to 
compete with him in the inheritance of their father’s harem. 18 

In opposition to the almost unlimited sexual freedom accorded to men, 
women were severely restricted. Virginity was an essential condition before a 
man would marry a woman, and if she was unable to prove her virginity he 
would immediately divorce her. However, when corruption and immorality 
became rife at the end of the. 7th Century B.C., the man’s right to divorce was 
no longer allowed in certain cases. Firstly, if the husband accused his wife 
unjustly of not being a virgin before marriage, the father and mother could 
arrange to display the marks of her virginity on a cloth before the elders of the 
city, upon which these elders would undertake to punish the husband and 
impose upon him a fine of 100 pieces of silver, to be paid to the father of the 
girl in recompense for having spoilt the reputation of a ‘virgin of Israel’. The 
man was then obliged to accept her as his wife and forbidden to divorce her 
for the rest of his days. 19 Secondly, if the girl was a virgin and the man had 
indulged in premarital sexual relations with her, he would have to agree to 
pay the father 50 pieces of silver, to marry the girl and not to divorce her for 
the ‘rest of his days’. 20 If a woman divorced by her husband married a second 
man, who in his turn divorced her, or died, leaving her a widow, her first 
husband was not allowed to remarry her since ‘she has been defiled’. 21 
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The people of Israel in those days groaned under the burdens and oppres¬ 
sion of a slave society, ruled by landowners who monopolized the land, the 
cattle and the labour of the men and women. The family was highly auto¬ 
cratic and patriarchal, ruled by the iron hand of the father. In addition, a 
third category of oppressors had arisen; the priests who had annexed to them¬ 
selves wide social powers which they used to enhance their authority and 
material position. One of the practices that was common was that of the ‘bitter 
water’. A woman suspected of infidelity by her husband was dragged to the 
priest and submitted to gruesome torture which was supposed to prove her 
culpability or innocence. She was stripped of her clothes up to the belly, 
divested of all ornaments, and the tresses of her hair were let loose. She was 
then covered in a heavy black cloth tied by a rope to her breasts, and made to 
undergo the test of the ‘bitter water’. 22 This consisted of a mixture prepared 
by the priest and composed of sacred water, the sweepings of the temple and 
the ink dissolved from a piece of cloth on which, he invoked, in writing, ever¬ 
lasting damnation upon her were she proved to be guilty. She was made to 
drink this loathsome and nauseating potion from an earthenware pot and if 
any signs or symptoms of illness appeared (swelling of the belly and rotting 
of tlie thigh) she was considered guilty and eligible to any of the fomis of 
punishment used against adulterers. 

The attitude of society towards adultery has varied according to the 
economic and social conditions prevalent at file different stages of human 
development. Primitive tribes and matriarchal societies used to accord sexual 
freedom to both men and women. However, with the development of private 
property which reinforced the ‘passion of acquisitiveness and ownership’ and 
the development of the patriarchal system, the husband began to demand 
complete fidelity of his wife, which meant that no other man was to come any¬ 
where near her. Men also expected chastity and virginity in the girls they were 
to marry. The patriarchal societies of the early days established a system of 
procedures for dealing with adulterous women which were inspired by, and 
drawn from, their autocratic oppressive social structures and the cruel 
tyranny of male dominance. The men who ruled the destinies of the people of 
Israel decided that a woman who committed adultery should be done to 
death either by burning her alive as Jehovah tried to do with his son’s wife, 
Thamar, or by hurling stones at her until the last breath of life had fled from 
her crushed and bleeding body. 23 This was the rule ordained in the Book of 
Deuteronomy. 24 The man, however, could fornicate with as many wives, 
concubines and slave girls as he wished, and commit a thousand adulteries 
with impunity. Roman law differed little from Judaic customs since it also 
gave the man the right of life and death over Iris woman if she committed 
adultery. 

Islamic society, in its turn, was characterized by a patriarchal system built 
on private property and a class structure composed of a minority who owned 
file herds of sheep, camels and horses and who as traders travelled far and 
wide over the commercial routes of the Arab peninsula, and a majority who 
were slaves interspersed with a few independent plebians. Authority in Islam 
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belonged to the man as head of the family, to the supreme ruler, or the 
Khalifa (political leader), or Imam (religious leader), or the Wali (governor of 
a.province), or a witness. All these positions could only be occupied by men. 
Islam inherited from Judaism the penalty meted out to adulterous women, 
namely that of being stoned to death. In fact women were known to have 
been subjected to this savage and merciless death during the life of the Prophet 
Mahomet and later on in the early stages of Islamic expansion. The Koran 
stipulates that both partners in adultery, the man and the woman, should be 
stoned to death. However, the fact that a man could have any number of 
wives, concubines and women slaves at his beck and call meant that the richer 
or more powerful men did not need to have recourse to illegal adultery. The 
owner of numerous herds or of the camel caravans, the men with influence 
and power over others, could change their wives at will and marry new women 
whenever they set their eyes on a beautiful face, or a young girl, or a shapely 
slave waiting to be sold in the market. Why should a man commit adultery if 
it is his right to divorce his wife at any moment and marry another woman, 
and to keep up to a total of four wives at one time and any number of con¬ 
cubines or girl slaves his right hand could afford? The religious laws or sharia, 
therefore, were meant to be applied only to women when they dared to 
challenge the patriarchal system which only allowed a woman one husband, a 
family and a roof, or alternatively left her a virgin and spinster to the end of 
her days should no man decide to purchase or marry her. .The religious laws 
were also meant to punish poorer men (who owned only a few sheep or were 
small artisans and traders), and hired labourers and slaves, ail of whom often 
found it difficult to marry, or whose limited resources imposed a fidelity that 
lacked conviction and prevented them from changing wives, or marrying up to 
four, or owning the slaves and concubines whom they would watch, with 
envy in their eyes, being bought and sold in the market place. 

Christianity, however, differs from Judaism and Islam in that it was more 
severe in restricting the sexual freedom not only of women, but also of men. 
Jesus Christ started by applying the rules to himself, and is said to have 
practised complete abstinence throughout his short but stormy, eventful and 
fascinating life. He therefore never married, like his mother the Virgin Mary 
who never knew what it was to lie in a man’s embrace as the story goes in the 
New Testament. Jesus Christ went as far as to say: ‘Ye have heard that it was 
said by them of old times, thou shalt not commit adultery. But I say unto you 
that whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery 
with her already in his heart.’! 25 

Until the advent of Christianity, Jewish men used to apply the precepts of 
Judaism as embodied in the Old Testament and which permitted a husband to 
divorce his wife without having to give reasons for such a step. The New 
Testament, as the Book of Matthew tells us, disavows this practice as being 
contrary to the wishes of God: ‘The Pharisees also came unto him, tempting 
him, and saying unto him: Is it lawful for a man to put away his wife for 
every cause? And he answered and said unto them: Have ye not read that he 
which made them at the beginning made them male and female? And said, 
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for this cause a man shall leave father and mother and shall cleave to his wife, 
und they twain shall be one flesh? Wherefore they are not twain but one flesh. 
What therefore God hath joined together let no man put asunder.’ 26 

Jesus Christ, however, opposed the stoning to death of a woman who. 
committed adultery and prevented the Pharisees from enforcing this punish¬ 
ment in a saying that has become famous: ‘Let him who is without fault 
throw the first stone at her.’ 

Christianity, like Judaism and Islam, was born in the womb of a patriarchal .1 
slave society where Rome had the upper hand and extended her empire to / 
distant lands, including Palestine. Christ was, no doubt, a revolutionary leadef 
who expressed the aspirations and hopes of the slaves and poorer sections of 
society. He opposed the wealthy elements of the Jewish people who were 
hand in glove with the Roman authorities. He stood up against the injustices 
and oppression of the Roman overlords and fought stubbornly for his pro- / 
gressive ideas which, at the time, meant a radical change in society. He J 
attempted to build up resistance in his own way against the exploitation and 
corruption of all those who were in power, whether they were Romans or j 
belonged to his own community. But rather than depending on a revolutionary 
struggle against the slave system, he remained a proponent of non-violence j 
and a propagator of human purity, human pity, and a strict moral code. The 
dawn of Christianity, therefore, emphasized the spiritual and moral aspects of 
Its teachings, and castigated those who lost themselves id the material and ( 
sensual pleasures of life, including sex. Male slaves and their womenfolk weife 
the victims of the sexual freedom and licence practised by Hie Romans and 
the Pharisees of the Jewish community. Jesus Christ, by vigorously and un¬ 
compromisingly attacking adulterous practices, not only in women but also. 

In men, was in fact giving voice to the interests of the slaves and p oorer \ 
sections of society whose women were prey, waylaid at every corner by J 
human wolves. 


The spiritual values of Christianity led to the outlawing of polygamy and 
shed doubt on those who indulged in repeated marriages. However, at a 
later stage, the religious hierarchies that grew and fattened on the teachings 
of Christ allowed the system of concubinage to creep in once more. Despite/ 
the limitations placed by Christianity on man’s sexual freedom, woman was 
maintained in her inferior underprivileged situation as compared with him. 

The patriarchal system still reigned supreme and grew even more ferocious 
with the gradual shift to a feudal system in the last years of survival of the 
Roman Empire. This change first to ok place at the outer reaches of the 
Empire where the authority of the Roman State was difficult to maintain, 
especially in the face of the continued incursions*of barbarian tribes. 

The Christian, or rather Catholic, Church drifted away more or less 
rapidly from the original teachings of Jesus Christ. The Catholic Church was 
itself the biggest landowner in Europe, and its estates and pasturages occupied 
one-fifth of all cultivated land. It was therefore natural for the cardinals, high, 
priests and monks to link their interests very closely with those of the feudal 
landlords, and to ensure that their religious teachings served the feudal system 
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and kept the serfs from revolting against their masters. 

With the reinforcement of this feudal patriarchal system, the women 
inevitably continued to suffer grievously. The weight of oppression weighed 
heavily on their lives, and the accusations of being Satan’s ally and a source 
of evil and catastrophe to all men followed them mercilessly everywhere. 

Men exercised complete control over women through the social customs and 
laws that were applied in the home and outside it, and found no difficulty in 
killing or burning a woman alive for the flimsiest of reasons. Torture was 
commonly used on women in Europe. 27 
| In the 14th Century the Catholic Church proclaimed that, if a woman 
r\ \ dared to treat an illness or disease for which she had no special training, she 
1 would immediately be branded as a sorceress, the penalty for which was 
\ death. 28 For the cure of body and soul is God’s exclusive domain, and he 
alone has the right to delegate these powers to his representatives on earth, 
i’ the male priests. Death is therefore a just punishment for the woman 
sorcerer. 29 During the period we are describing, the priests maintained that 
a few drops of sacred water were enough to cure any disease, and that they 
alone had the secret of this knowledge and the right to use it. 

Woman was also the victim of the male philosophers and thinkers who 
moulded public opinion. We have already mentioned Tertullian, who insisted 
on the relationship between women and Satan. Men, like Thomas Aquinas, 
supported this outlook which originated at a much earlier stage with Socrates, 
who is known to have said that man was created for noble pursuits, for 
knowledge and the pleasures of the mind, whereas women were created for 
sex, reproduction and the preservation of the human species. 

I As mentioned earlier, Christianity was against polygamy at the outset. 

But with the establishment of the feudal system, accompanied as it was by 
wars and famines and a heavy death toll, the head of the family, apart from 
O satisfying his sexual desires, wished to have numerous children on whom he 
could depend to supervise and run his estates and participate in labour. As a 
result, polygamy and concubinage crept back on the scene. Among others, 

Saint Augustine, the Christian philosopher, made a spirited defence of men, 
saying that such a practice did not aim at the satiation of sexual appetite 
but rather at ensuring sufficient reproduction and a multiplication of people 
on the earth in conformity with God’s will and in obedience to what he had 
S ordained. For did not God say to the Sons of Israel from whom the long 
I awaited. Messiah would arise ‘Increase and multiply’? 

Monogamy, therefore, remained in practice a moral code only for women, 
lest the patriarchal system be eroded and collapse. Glorification of virginity 
and the virgin led the Church to elevate the Virgin Mary to a higher place, 
and she came to be known as the Goddess of Heaven and Earth, a description - 
.that had hitherto been reserved for the ancient female goddess who had been 
worshipped before the era of Judaism. Above the head of the Virgin Mary 
; were now placed the moon and stars of Isis, and in her lap lay the sacred child. 
jThis was nothing but a modified version of an old drawing of Isis and Homs. 
(With this promotion of Mary to the level of a goddess went the cult of 
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virginity upheld with cold rigidity until the present day. 

Islam started its early career around 700 years after Christ, when Christianity 
WHS already a well established religion. The Prophet Mahomet was profoundly 
Influenced by the two other great monotheistic religions. In the journeys he 
undertook for commercial purposes outside the Hedjaz, he often met people 
who recited verses of the Old and New Testaments to him. Mahomet at the 
beginning of his life was a poor shepherd boy, living in a society of masters 
and slaves which seethed with passion, lust and the quest for lucre, cruel to 
m on and above all women, licentious, idolatrous, eroded by vice and 
bbscurantism. The Prophet’s early teachings were directed against the class 
sys tem based on slavery, and defended the rights of the poor and of women. 

But the patriarchal system was strongly entrenched in most of the tribes, 
except for a very few who still exhibited one or other form of matriarchal 
relations, and the structure built around the unquestioned predominance of 
man therefore remained as firm and as unshaken as ever. The continual tribal 
wars, in which many men were killed, the need to build up the new Islamic 
order, the large numbers of women prisoners of war and slaves, all tended to 
make out of polygamy a practice responding to social needs. Islam, therefore 
put its religious stamp on sexual freedom for men and their right to have 
several wives, as well as concubines and women slaves. In actual fact, once 
again it was the big slave owners, heads of tribes and rich men who were able 
to enjoy the benefits of such rights, since they alone had the means to buy 
or keep so many women. 

Pre-Islamie society, or what was later called El Gahelia (The Age of 
Ignorance), was a tribal structure built upon slavery. Prisoners of war were 
considered the property of the victors, and each man would take into his 
household a number which corresponded to Iris power and means. Islam 
brought no changes in this area and permitted a man to share his home and 
bed with these women, and yet be under no obligation to marry them, 

Furthermore, this system of concubinage did not oblige him to recognise the' , 
children born of these relations. However, if the man did agree to this recog¬ 
nition, the child was immediately considered free, that is no longer a slave, 
and the woman, in her turn, was set free after the death of her master. 

The owning of concubines was also allowed in Christianity after the first 
heat of Christ’s teachings had died down, and in Christian Ethiopia to this 
day the presence of concubines in some households is a common occurrence. 

Egypt, however, abolished this extreme form of legalized prostitution at the 
end of the 10th Century (during the era of the High Priest, Abraham, who 
lost his life in 970 A.D. due to this decision). 

The history and literature of the Arabs are literally teeming with stories 
about the lives of these women slaves and concubines who were exposed to 
different forms of economic, social and sexual oppression. They were used 
by their masters to carry out household chores, such as cleaning, washing, 
cooking, collecting firewood etc., but also in home duties of another kind, 
namely singing, dancing and catering to their masters sexual needs. In some 
cases the master would transform them into prostitutes as a means of making 
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capital out of their bodies. 30 

Ibn Habib has written that, among the customs rampant in the (pre- 
Islamic) Gahelia society, was for men to make profit out of the opening 
between the thighs of women slaves, some of whom displayed a white flag in 
the market to draw the attention of those who desired to fornicate. 31 And 
Ibn Abbas describes how: £ In the time of the Gahelia they used to force their 
women slaves into committing adultery and then pocket the price that was 
,;paid by the man. That is why a verse of the sacred Koran was sent: "Do not 
Q jforce your daughters into prostitution if they wish to keep their purity 
|intact, because you pine after the ephemeral things of life. But for those 
| who continue to do so, when what is done has been done, God remains 
■j forgiving and compassionate.” 532 

The father married his daughters, very often against their will, to the men 
who made the highest bid. When a woman’s husband died, the uncle or 
brother of the deceased visited the woman and threw his cloak over her 
uttering the words T have first right over her’, after which he was free either 
to keep her with him, or to sell her at a price on the marriage market, with or 
without her approval, or to prevent her from ever marrying again, or to strip 
her of whatever inheritance and money her late husband might have left. 

In some of the Arab tribes, a woman could be ravished by force if the 
man was strong enough to overcome the resistance put up by the men of her 
tribe. Once he had taken her to his household, it was his right to make her 
live with him as his wife. The ravishing could take place either during a war, or 
by a surprise attack or conspiracy. The poet Hatem El Tai proudly describes 
this practice in a line which says: ‘We do not marry their daughters with their 
consent, but take them at the point of our swords.’ 

Women very often fought desperately to avoid this fate even if death were 
the penalty. One of the well known phrases conned by these women was ( el 
mania wala el dania’ which means ‘rather death than degradation’. Fatima 
Bint El Khorshib (Fatima, daughter of Khorshib), when ravished by Gamal 
Ibn Badr, threw herself headfirst from the palanquin in which she was being 
transported and died on the spot, of a broken neck. 33 

History tells of the sufferings and torture, often ending in death, which 
were the inexorable fate of women slaves bold enough to rebel against their 
masters or even just to disobey them, or to sing songs directed against those 
who held power or were heads of their tribes. Some of these women slaves 
even mustered enough courage to attack the Moslems and insult Mahomet, 
the Prophet of Allah. Sarah was a famous slave singer who aimed her barbed 
words against the Moslems, She was among those whom Mahomet ordered to 
be executed on the day of his victorious entry into Mecca. 34 In the region of 
El Nagir, it was recounted that some women had rejoiced when the Prophet 
died and Abu Bakr, the first of the Caliphs, ordered their hands and feet to 
be cut off, 35 Thus women who dared to give voice to their protest or 
opposition could be exposed to cruel punishment. Their hands might be cut 
off, or their teeth pulled out, or their tongues torn from their mouths. This 
last form of punishment was usually reserved for those who were singers. It 
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WH8' said of these women that they used to dye their hands with henna, 
brazenly display the seductions of their beauty, and beat time with their 
Angers on tambourines and drums in defiance of God, and in derision towards 
thO rights of God and his Prophet. It was therefore necessary to cut off their 
hands and tear out their tongues. 36 

However, there is no doubt that under Islam men and women slaves were 
given rights which they did not enjoy in the preceding period. Islam fought 
Against the oppression of slaves and the poor, opposed injustice and 
Corruption, and called upon the Arab tribes to cease their habits of alcoholism 
and gambling and to give up the practice of usury. But the pre-eminent 
position of man as compared to woman was not shaken. Man remained the 
master and the mentor. Marriage in essence was a property right or contract, 
the husband owning his wife by virtue of the dowry and of the fact that he 
Supported her. Tire duty of the wife was to obey, whereas the husband could 
divorce her whenever he wished and marry more than one woman at a time. 

Thus it was that the Moslem Arab woman remained part of the man’s 
property. Even today in the Arab countries, including Egypt, women are still 
lUbjected to marriage laws that have not changed radically since those early 
days. Whatever improvement there has been in the personal status of women, 
as wives or mothers, is not so much due to the law, still supported by powerful 
religious and conservative forces, but rather to the socio-economic changes 
that have taken place in some countries like Egypt, Iraq, Syria, etc. 

One of our famous contemporary writers, the late Abbas Mahmoud El 
Akkad, has often sung the praises of the patriarchal tribal system which 
emphasizes that women are the property of men. Since security is a neces¬ 
sity in the life of those who inhabit the desert, it was essential that tiiey 
should be known among their enemies and their fellow men for their 
capacity to defend and secure their property. Among all the forms of prop¬ 
erty protected by man, woman comes first. 37 
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PART 3 

The Arab Woman 

15. The Role of Women in 
Arab History 


Whenever my readings have taken me back to the pre-Islamic period, I have 
dways been amazed at the number of ‘women personalities’ who played an 
Important role in the tribal society of those days, and at the prominent place 
Ihey occupied in literature, culture, the arts, love and sex, and in the social 
nnd economic life of their people. There were even women who became 
famous for their active, important participation in political struggles, wars,. 
and well-known battles. This was the case in both the pre-Islamic and Islamic 
liras and even during the lifetime of Mahomet the Prophet. 

The history of the Arabs, like a rich and ornamented tapestry, is studded 
With the brilliant names of these women. To mention only a few, we can 
remember Nessiba Bint Kaab who fought with her sword by the side of 
Mahomet in the Battle of Ahad and did not abandon the fight until she had 
been wounded thirteen times. Mahomet held her in great respect and.said 
•the position due to her is higher than that of men .’ 1 Another woman Om 
Solayem Bint Malhan, tied a dagger around her waist above her pregnant 
belly and also fought in the ranks of Mahomet and his followers. On the other 
Bide, there were again women who took part in the fighting and in battles 
against Mahomet. Among them was Hind Bint Rabia, the wife of Abou Suffian. 
She wore armour and a warrior’s mask in the Battle of Ahad and brandished 
her sword before plunging it with a mortal thrust into enemy after enemy. 

Hind was an Aaab woman who insisted on her freedom and on making her 
own decisions in personal life. She said to her father: I am a woman who 
holds her life in her own hands and knows what she wants.’ And her father 
answered: ‘So it shall be .’ 3 Hind was well known for her logic and quick 
wittedness, even in answering the Prophet. Together with other women she 
stood before him and proclaimed their conversion to Islam. Mahomet spent 
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some time going over the principles of Islam for their benefit. When he came 

God s directive do not kill your children’, which refers especially to the 
practice of burying new born female babies alive in order to get rid of them 

L! Said m 1S ^ OU i Wh ° kiUed our chil dren.’ 4 In the Battle of Badr, fought 
between the Muslims and the Koraishites (members of the tribe of Koraish & 

who bitterly opposed Mahomet for a long time), Hind lost three men from 
her famdy: her father Ataba Ibn Rabia, his brother Shiba and his son Walid 
Ibn Ataba, the brother of Hind. After this battle Hind swore to avenge them 
and took an oath not to perfume herself or go near her husband until this 
was done. She kept her promise during the Battle of Ahad in which the 
Koraishites were victorious over the Muslims. 

Another very prominent woman among the Arabs at that time was 
Khadija, first wife of the Prophet. She was known for her imposing person¬ 
ality her independence, both socially and economically since she earned her 
own living[through trade, and the freedom which she insisted upon in her 
c oice of husband. She exercised this freedom in choosing to marry Mahomet 
who was fifteen years younger than her. She sent a woman, called Nefissa as ’ 
her emissary to him. In the book £7 Tabakat El Kobra which contains the first 
comprehensive history of the Arab nation, the author, Mohammed Ibn Saad 
reports Nefissa the emissary as having said: ‘She sent me to him secretly and’ 
told me to propose that he marry her. And he did.’ 5 Khadija had for some 
years employed Mahomet to take care of her trading interests and manage 
hei affairs. It was thus that she came to know him well. 

Pre-Islamic society was composed of numerous tribes which lived in the 
desert and in towns under varying economic circumstances. Some were more 
or less matriarchal in structure like those of Khanda and Gadila. 6 Kings before 
the penod °f Islam were sometimes named after their mothers as in the case 
of Omar Ibn Hind. The Prophet himself was proud of his descent from the 
women of his tribe and was wont to say of himself: T am the son of the El 
Awatek from the tribe of Solayem [Atika Bint Hilai, Atika Bint Mora, and 
Atika Bint El Awkass, all women of this tribe].’ 

Arab society in this Gahelia period represented a cross between the patri¬ 
archal and matriarchal systems where, however, man had the upper hand. In 
it was reflected the gradual disappearance of matriarchal characteristics 
within a society that had passed over to the patriarchal stage as a result of the 
control exercised by men over the economy and over religion. Women in the 
desert areas and oases enjoyed a greater degree of liberty than women in the 
towns because they were involved in obtaining the means of livelihood These 
desert women also mixed freely with men and did not carry the veil. 

m kuuV md fem ale goddesses were known in the pre-Islamic era, and 
. e Arabs slaved that the god or goddess of each tribe played an active role 
m war, and fought to ensure victory for its people. The tribes, therefore, used 
to go into battle carrying paintings or statues of their gods or goddesses. Abou 
Suffian, one of the tribal leaders of Koraish, had his standard bearers carry 
El Lat and Ozza in the battle against the Muslims at Ahad. El Lat and Ozza 
were both goddesses and, together with Hind, constituted a female force which 
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brought victory over the Muslims and reinforced the faith of the tribe in their 
own power! However, if defeated, a tribe would often renounce its weak god 
and adopt the god of the conquering tribe, or of a tribe that was known for 
its martial prowess. The result was that the worship of certain gods became 
preponderant and their number diminished over time. 7 The important 
position occupied by some goddesses was symbolic of the relatively higher 
prestige enjoyed by women in Arab tribal society, and a reflection of the 
vestiges of matriarchal society that still lived on and were prominent in some 
of the tribes. 8 

These aspects of matriarchy may possibly be the reason explaining the 
relatively important role played by women in both pre-Islamic and early 
Islamic society, and manifest in a number of women characterized by their 
strong personalities, their ability to reason and convince, and their positive 
attitude towards the problems of personal and social life. Many of them were 
also active in the fields of production, commerce and trade. As a result of this 
participation in economic activity side by side with men, the women acquired 
independent personalities both inside and outside the home, and were often 
free to choose their husbands. 

Before Islam it even used to happen that a woman would practise poly¬ 
andry and marry more than one man. This form of marital arrangement was 
called zawagel mosharaka or ‘the marriage of sharing’. Jhe woman was not 
allowed to exceed ten husbands, and if she overstepped this Emit society 
branded her as a prostitute. Aisha, the wife of the Prophet, in describing the 
Gahelia period says: ‘The group could reach up to ten. They would enter into 
the woman and penetrate her. When she became pregnant she would send for 
them, and no one could refuse to come. They would gather around her and 
she would say to them: “You know what has happened. Now I have given 
birth to a child. He is your son”, and she would name the man she desired as 
father and guardian to the child. And the man could not refuse.’ 9 

Asfahani mentions in his writings that ‘when a bedouin woman divorced 
her husband, she changed the door of her tent to the opposite side so that if 
it was East it became West, and if it was South it became North. Once she 
had made this change, divorce was immediate.’ 10 

Before the advent of Islam, the Arabs practised a form of marriage called 
istibdacL Once more we have a graphic description of what this actually was 
in the words of Aisha. The woman, once relieved of her menstrual period 
and therefore pure, was asked by her husband to ‘send for X [the name of 
a man] and he with him’. The husband would then keep away from her until 
the signs, indicating that she had become pregnant from the man with whom 
she had lain, grew evident. Usually the man chosen would be one of the 
important figures in society, the aim being to have a child who might inherit 
his superior qualities. But once the proof of her pregnancy was beyond doubt, 
the husband would in all probability resume his sexual relations with her. 

The child when born was considered the offspring of the legal father and not 
of the ‘great man’ who had lain with his wife. 

Istibdaa was one form of polyandric relations among the Arabs, and is still 
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practised in some societies where a sterile woman may have extramarital 
relations in order to become pregnant. 11 

When I was still a child I used to hear the women in my village, Kafr Tahla, 
talking about sterile women who visited the sheikh (the religious mullah) and 
asked him for a special charm that, once worn by them, would lead to 
pregnancy. At a later stage I learned that this charm was sometimes a piece of 
wool which the woman was told to push up into her vagina. When I tried to 
find out the secret hidden in this piece of wool which made it capable of 
turning a sterile woman into a fertile one, I came across something very 
interesting. Apparently some of these sheikhs used to moisten the piece of 
wool in fresh semen and ask the woman to push it up the vagina immediately. 
The meeting between the woman and the sheikh always took place in a dark 
room and she therefore did not notice what he was doing, or sometimes 
pretended not to notice. Her desire to have a child and to erase the stigma 
attached to her infertility and childlessness was enough to make her close her 
eyes to whatever the sheikh might do, even if he went as far as impregnating 
her directly instead of using the piece of wool. The sheikhs followed these 
practices, as they said, in order to cure the barren woman, 12 but it was also 
a way of satisfying their own sexual desires. In most cases, however, it served 
both purposes since often it was the husband of the woman who was infertile 
and who blamed his wife unjustly in order to cover up his own weakness. 

, Marriage, carried out according to the practice of istibdaa or the use of a 
|piece of wool impregnated with sperm, are both methods akin to the idea of 
’artificial insemination which in its essence is the replacement of the father’s 
[sperm by sperm from another man, 

i In the West the idea of artificial insemination has been looked upon as an 
important innovation and an indication of the broadmindedness with which 
people in the developed countries face these problems. Yet way back in history, 
almost 1,300 years ago, the sameridea was being practised, perhaps in a more 
human way since the husband in istibdaa freed himself of all jealousy in the 
hope of getting a healthy and brilliant child. The other man was only .used as 
a fertilizer. This reminds us of Lester Ward who maintained that the role of 
pan in the early stages of human development was simply that of a fertilizer 
in relation to woman. 13 The early drawings on the walls of the Cogul caves in 
(Spain where women were depicted in a complete form, whereas the male was 
[reduced to his sexual organ, are consistent with Lester Ward’s contention. 

In the pre-Islamic era the Arabs also practised other original forms of 
marriage. One of them was called zawag el mutaa , or ‘marriage of pleasure’, 
which aimed at no more than providing a legalized opportunity for both 
partners to enjoy sex together. The man marries the woman for a certain 
number of days, usually three, but they might be more or less, and pays her 
a sum of money which is fixed by mutual agreement. He is not obliged to 
recognize any child bom as a result of this short-lived wedlock. 

A second fomi was zawag el hiba, or ‘marriage of sacrifice’, in which the 
woman would say to the man: ‘I give myself to you’, meaning that no 
conditions were attached to this marriage and that she did not enjoy any 
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rights over the man. Here, again, the father was not held responsible for any 
child that might be born of this relationship with the woman. 

In both these marital arrangements, if there was a child, it would be named 
after the mother. Islam, however, abolished such practices, at an early stage. 

Arab women did not lose their independence and positive personality traits 
suddenly. It was a gradual, slow process related to the socio-economic changes 
taking place in.society, and they struggled hard not to lose their ancient rights. 
Sometimes they were successful, but it was mostly a losing battle, ending in 
the complete predominance of the patriarchal system. 

But women, even in the early phases of Islam, continued to exercise their 
right to choose their husbands, and this free choice was not an infrequent 
occurrence. One of the well-known stories in tins connection is that of Leila 
Bint El Khatim who went to Mahomet, the Prophet of the Moslems, and said 
to him: ‘I am Leila Bint El Khatim. I have come to show myself to you. 

Marry me. And Mahomet said: ‘I hereby marry you.’ But when she went back 
to her relatives, they told her that she had made a big mistake. She was of a 
jealous nature and would not be able to stand the other wives of Mahomet, 
for it was his right to marry as many as he wished. So she went back to 
Mahomet and said: ‘I am a woman with a sharp tongue and cannot bear your 
other wives. So let me free.’ So he said to her: ‘I have let you free.’ 14 

The Arab woman of these societies before the Middle Ages not only 
enjoyed the right to choose her own husband, but could also contradict her 
man, turn away from him in anger, and refuse to share his bed, no matter 
how important he was, even if he were the Prophet himself, when they felt 
there was reason enough. Most Muslims today would be surprised to know 
that, in some of Mahomet’s sayings, he explains tire importance of sexual play 
in ensuring sexual fulfilment as a physical need. 

El Ghazali, one of the most eminent Moslem philosophers, was in some 
areas profound and advanced enough to reflect Mahomet’s insistence that one 
of the factors tiiat can lead to the weakening of a man’s personality is to 
practise sex without play and to neglect the necessity of ensuring that the 
woman is also satisfied. He quotes the Prophet as having said: ‘ “No one 
amongst you should throw himself on his wife, as beasts do. Before you join 
with your wife in intercourse, let there be a message running backwards and . 
forwards between you and her.” So people asked him: “And what should 
the message be?” Upon which he answered: “A message of kisses and tender 
words.” 515 

Mahomet, as a Prophet and leader of his people, could easily have yielded 
to the temptation of pretence and hypocrisy which so many men in situations 
only vaguely akin to his have done. He could have put on a mask of sublime 
contempt or righteousness towards all matters related to women, love and 
sex. But that was not his way, nor did it fit in with the characteristics of a 
man who was self-confident and sure of himself as a complete, normal human 
being. For him it was easy to treat himself as a person capable of loving 
women and the good things in life. He experienced no reservations in express¬ 
ing his love for woman as something natural. When Amr Ibn El Aas (later 
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conqueror of Egypt) asked him, who was the closest person to his heart he 
answered: Aisha’ (his young wife). But Amr Ibn El Aas said: ‘I mean ariong 
men.’ Back came the reply: ‘Her father . . ,’ 16 

One of the striking differences between Western and Islamic thought in 
relation to sex was in the diametrically opposed attitude of each to the 
question of sexual satisfaction. In Islam sexual satisfaction, and not subli¬ 
mation ^or suppression was considered more conducive to liberating men and 
women’s full capacity to work, to concentrate .and to create in the fields of 
human endeavour, whether related to the affairs of the earth or those of the 
heavens. Islam considers that the mind, the brain and the reason of human 
beings is the most important gift bestowed upon them by Allah. The brain or 
the mind was given to the peoples of the earth in order that they might use it 
to gain knowledge, knowledge about life and the earth and people and science 
and Allah. Knowledge is the highest form of worship for a Muslim believer. 

And in order that the mind might devote itself to acquiring knowledge, and 
be able to concentrate all its powers of thought, it is necessary to expend 
and let out pent-up sexual energy, and to satisfy sexual desire, thus avoiding 
weighing down the soul and occupying the mind with matters that might lead 
it to sti ay from the path of knowledge and the worship of Allah. 

Here Islam is in agreement with the modem schools of psychology which 
mamtain that sexual satisfaction is a necessity for intellectual and cultural 
activity and creation. This approach is also far more scientific than that of 
hreud and his school, where sexual sublimation or suppression is considered 
essential for cultural progress and for the very existence of civilization. 

. Recent advances in psychology have shown that unsatisfied sexual energy 
is not transformed into productive, cultural or intellectual creation, but rather 
tends to be diverted away from its normal course, leading to all sorts of blocks 
and inhibitions resulting from the storage of internal energy and ending up 
causing sexual deviations and nervous and other psychological disorders. 

It is not difficult to see that the greater recognition, accorded by Islam and 
its Prophet Mahomet to the rights of women in life and in sex, was the direct 
result of the comparatively high position occupied by Arab woman in those ' 
days, her more active participation in various aspects of life, whether within 
or outside the precincts of the home, and the prominent role played by a * 
number of outstanding Arab women. 

It is time for the modern Arab woman to remember these other women 
who lived in the same region 1,300 years ago, who walked the same earth 
and breathed the same air and had the courage to refuse and to protest. 

Women like Zeinab Bint Gahsh, wife of Mahomet, who in anger could say 
No to a gift from the Prophet sent by Allah and ‘No 5 again when its value 
was increased threefold. Once more it is Aisha, a valuable chronicler of 
Mahomet’s life, who describes the incident as follows: ‘The Prophet of Allah 
slaughtered for meat and instructed me to divide it up among his wives. He 
sent Zeinab Bint Gahsh her share but she returned it. He said: “Increase her 
share. 5 But once again she met his offer with refusal. I said to him: “Her 
refusal means that she now hates you.” 517 
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Aisha herself, despite her young age, was a living example of how promin¬ 
ent Arab, women stood firm on many issues in those days. She was well 
known for her strong will, versatile and incisive logic and eloquence. She 
wielded a powerful intelligence which sometimes was even a match for the 
inspired and gifted Prophet of Allah. She had no hesitation in opposing or 
contradicting him whose word was all powerful among the Muslims, Hafsa, 
another of Mahomet’s wives, saw fit to draw her example from Aisha, upon 
which one of the Prophet’s close followers commented: ‘You wish to criticise 
the Prophet like Aisha does.’ 18 Aisha not only sometimes pulled up the 
Prophet but was wont to do the same tiring with other men. She expressed 
her thoughts with a forthright and incisive logic and one day Mahomet, while 
seated in the midst of other men, pointed towards her and said: ‘Draw half 
of your religion from this red one.’ 19 She fought in several wars and battles, 
and was actively involved in politics and cultural and literary activities to such 
a degree that the theologian of the Muslims, Orwa Ebn El Zobeir, said: ‘I have 
not seen anyone who is more knowledgeable in theology, in medicine and in 
poetry than Aisha.’ 20 This, despite the fact that she did not reach the age 
of eighteen until after Mahomet’s death. 

Aisha was capable of discussing any subject with Mahomet. She would 
differ with him and give vent to her anger whene ver he married another wife. Q 
She would rebel againkniuTr^ even incite his other wives to 

rebellion. She even went as far as to challenge him in relation to some of the 
Koranic verses which descended upon him from Heaven. When, in one of these! 
verses, Allah permitted Mahomet to marry as many women as he wished, she j 
commented with heat: ‘Allah always responds immediately to your needs.’ j 
The story, in the words of Mohammed Ibn Omar Ibn Ali Ibn Abi Talib, runs 
as follows: ‘The Prophet of Allah, Allah’s blessings and peace be upon him, did 
not die before Allah had bestowed upon him tine right to have as many wives 
as he desired, and said unto him “Take to yourself as many as you wish of 
them [women].” And when this verse descended, Aisha said: “Indeed Allah 
responds immediately to your needs.” 521 

Many Arab women of today have inherited the tradition of Aisha and of 
those who stood up for themselves and for their rights. However, most women 
In our region have succumbed to the heavy load of a patriarchal class society 
and have ended up prisoners of the home, of the veil and of a system which 
prevents them from participating in the economic and social life of their 
society. 
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16. Love and Sex 

in the Life of the Arab 


A famous work of art, A Thousand an d One Nights, has been used bjp naiiy. 
Western researchers and auth ors, who descr ibe the mselves as ‘ori enta lists’, as_ 
a sourcrofmgfenal and infor matio n for studying the life of the Arab . They 
constderthafTliese~ stories es peci ally those dealing with lo ve and sexual 
intrigues,"afford an insight into the understanding of the Arab character, 
seeing thenrakkeyinvithwliicirfd'open the doors to the ‘Arab Soul’, and as 
valuable means towards penetrating the depths, or rather the shallow waters, 
of the Arab mind and heart. 

Yet anyone with the slightest knowledge of Arab literature knows that the 

ights are only' a partfallmd'onFsiclecl'^ 
re fie cf ion ofay ery n arrdWsechdiTb FAr ab society, as it lived and dreamed,^ 
lovedmmiikfflficat ed7ih1a iguedim'd plunder ed, more than ten centuries ago. I 
do nut-knovvwety'muclfabout the level reached by European civilization at 
the time, the state of human affairs in society there, in the sciences and in the 
arts, but I at least know enough to be able to say that Arab society had 
undoubtedly advanced much further. Many are the scholars, writers and < 
researche rs who have mademompaxisons bcfavgjsnJJ ie West and the Arab j (P 
World, on ly drawing their examples from a period in our h isto ry, now more \ 
than a thousand y ears old. One would have to have a veryHacf memory to 1 
forget, in one gigantic leap, what is in terms of time half the number of years 
which have elapsed since the birth of Christ. How can we depict the contrasts 
between the Arab character at the time when the people of A Thousand and 
One Nights flew on their magic carpets, and the Western mind of the 
Victorian era when purity floated like a thick veil over the corrupt and bloated 
features of a hypocritical society. 1 How much more true and scientific would 
a comparative study have been of the lifestyles of Arab and European men 
from the same period, or at least from the Middles Ages when the clergy, who 
were the male intelligentsia of the time, were busy prompting women accused 
of sorcery to utter the most obscene sexual epithets, and, under insufferable 
torture, forcing them to admit to the very crimes which they had been taught 
to describe? 2 

This pic ture of th e.se x-mad Arab fawning on an extensive harem is main- | ~ 
tained with d ubious i nsis tence even today. Without exception the films, 'i 
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and the dark-rooms of Western monopolies, depict Arab men as trotting 
behind the skirts of women, ogling t he ample b osom s oFsidnctive blo ndes:. 
8nd-sqtranr^^ 

Arabwomen, in their turn, are depicted as twisting and turning in snake-like 
dances, flaunting their naked bellies and quivering hips, seducing men with 
the promise of dark passion, playful, secretive and intriguing, a picture drawn 
from the palaces of A Thousand and One Nights and the slave women of the 
Caliph, Haroun El Rachid. 

Is it possible to believe that this distorted image of Arab men and women 
is representative of their true life and character in the Arab world of today? 
Personally, I am sure that it is not even representative of men and women living 
at the time of Haroun El Raschid. Perhaps it has some authenticity as a reflec¬ 
tion of certain aspects of the life led by palace rulers and their concubines in 
those bygone days, but these were only an infinitesimal minority compared 
to the vast mass of Arabs, who led a harsh and difficult existence with no 
room for, nor possibility of ever experiencing, the silken cushions, soft flesh 
and fiery liquids of dissipation. The sexual life of kings and princely rulers, 
whether in the past or present, in the modern West or more archaic East, to 
the South of the Earth’s equator or to the North, has maintained the same 
essential pattern, embroidered with a greater or lesser degree of sophistication 
or refinement, sadism or depravity. 

Sweeping ju dgements, which depict the nature of Arabs in general, an d the 
men offh'e Ara b world in particular, as being obsessed with se x and more 
incH ned- fgpursue thejgleasiues_o~f the body thanm en from other regi ons or 
j countries, are t herefor e^unfound ed and in,c.orre.c.f. Their aim is to contribute to 
and maintain a distorted image of the Arabs in the minds of people all over 
the world, to falsify the true colours of their struggle for independence, pro¬ 
gress and control over their destinies, and to facilitate the task of conservative, 
pactionary and imperialist forces that continue to survive and prosper by such 
means. 


I believe that f ree dom in all its form s, whether sexual, intellectual, social or 
is a n e cessity for e very ma n and woman, andTor'aH~sodefies? 

|Ncvertpless", I fee l that the sexual freedoTnthatj T^^^ fbp. evolut- 

Q | ip 9p5.9?®J? 'capitalist society. has b e.en .develop edvefyuTO 
I direction and Has not been linked with, or been related to, a jiaraHel .develop- ‘ 
/mejglfg ge^:ard econoj jffid!^ doubt on the real 

motives behind the consistent and ever increasing campaign calling upon men 
and women to throw their sexual inhibitions and beliefs overboard. It also 
jeopardizes the chances of human progress and fulfilment, since a one-sided 
development that does not take into consideration the totality of life can only 
lead to new distortions and monstrosities. 




This is why there js^growin g realizatio n that sexual freedom, a s it i s 
preached today in m odern capitalis t society, has lio~vaM~ahswers or solutions 

t0 foany of^iepfoble ms ofpersohal life and humanliap^niss7 and That ifis. 

only another and perhaps more ingenuous way of making people pay the price 
of ever expanding consumption, of accumulating profits and of feeding the 
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appetites of monopolistic giants. Another opium to be inhaled and imbibed so 
lliut mobilized energies may be dissipated rather than built up into a force of 
resistance and revolt against all forms of exploitation. 

In this respect, Eastern and Ara b soci eties.Eav„e_noEdiffexedixQrn.,the W.est. 
More again it is mainly economic necessity whi ch governs t he_dj.rection.in. 
wldch valuesphniMh^drairmiduiorms of sexual behaviour move. The econo- 


! 




mlc imperatives"of Ara b society required a wide d egree of sexua l freedom to 
bhsu re'the"pTowsibn'bF large numbers of offspringTEolygamy, as ag ainst 
pnlynndrvytendTfb'bbmbre prolif ic as far as chil dren are concerned. Arab 
society, still-primitive" andTadly equipped to face_the yjcissitudes -- and - h§xsh~ 
ness of deswt"hfep'suffefebTrbm a very high mortali ty rate, especially am ong 
Infants- and'children, wlucll h ad to bq cbmpensatedToFEyTorresppridingly 
high birthTatesT'Tlie’pcononiic and military strength of tribes and clans in a 
»ocietj^hlelrpbssesse^^ther^o;dem:;toploscina£^ss # Sd£S^^ 
weapons, depended very much on their numbers. In addition, the simple crude 
oxlstence oTderertb^ of nomadic tribes meant that,! 

while the cost of maintaining a child was minimal, the child could play useful 
roles in meeting the productive needs of the time, being capable of running , 
errands or looking after the camels and sheep. J 

Wars and battles were an integral part of tribal life and flare d up at frequent 
In iftrvHs7'?i' ndnieat:h took~a"lfeavy toll o f the men. Tins was^partfculafly the . j, 
case after Islam started to establish itself and expand. It was natural that this 
now threat should meet with the resistance of the neighbouring rulers and the 
older religions entrenched in the surrounding regions, and that the Muslims 
should be obliged to fight numerous battles before they could succeed in 
establishing and stabilizing their new State. The result was heavy losse s in men 
and a mar ked imbalance characterized by a mu<St 

accentu ated by the throngs of w omen slave prisoners brought back from 
victor ious battles.. 

The easiest and most natural solution to such a situation was to allow jnen 
to among the 

women brought back from the wars, or sold in the markets, those whom they 
considered suitable to be wives, concubines or slaves in their households. Each 
man did so according to his means, and these means of course varied widely 
from one man to another. With a superfluity of women, a man would take * 
pride in the number of women he could maintain, and the bigger this number, 
the more occasion for him to boast about the extensiveness of his female 
retinue, and about his powers over women, whether in marriage or in love. On 
the other hand, women would compete fo r the favours o f men and excel in 
subtle allureinentrfo*attract menTowards marriagejlove and sex. 


( 


JL 


O 


This was perhaps an addtionalTactor^ w ° men 

more forward and positive in love and sex, cha r acteri s tics in clear cohtras~t~to 
the passive attitudes assumed by the vast majority ofwomen fivihg injnm 
modern era. The other factors, mentioned preHbuHy, Wre the matriarchal 
vestiges which at the time were still strong in Arab society, and the naturalistic 
attitudes of Islamic teachings which prevented love and sex from being 
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-considered sinful as they were by Christianity, On the contrary, Islam des¬ 
cribed sexualpleas ure as one_ of th e attractiQn s„of-hfe^Qne-of-4h(vd^ : i'g<Tt^fnr 
thnse whcTgo to Paradise after deat h. As a result, Arab women had no h ash- 
tafibh m being-p'OTitlW'to'war ds_sex. jnexp re ssing jheir ~desire for m en, in 
exercising their charms; and"weaving their net around^vhoeveFniight be the 
object of their attentions. Perhaps they were following in the footsteps of 
their mother, Eve, who had so ably enticed Adam to comply with her wishes 
and fall victim to fitna, 3 with the result that he dropped from the high 
heavens in which he was confined and.landed with his two feet on the solid, 
rough, but warm and living earth. 

■i For the Arabs the word ‘woman' i nvariably evokes thejvord/if«a.^Arab 
jwomen c ombined the_q uajitie^_o£_^poFIfiyh_personalitV--andFA«^-or seductivem 
Jo suc h an exten t th at they bec ame an integral part ofJhsJsIamic ethos which 
jhas", as o ne of its corner stoi^j^ sexu^l?pwers of women, and which main- 
f am sJtblt Ahe^^ lead T o a fitn a withinsociety. Here the word 

.is used in a related but different sense to mean an uprising, rebellion, con¬ 
spiracy or anarchy which would upset the existing order of things established 
:>y Allah (and which, therefore, is not to be changed), From this arose the con¬ 
ception that life could only follow its normal steady and uninterrupted course, 
and society could only avoid any potential menace to its stability and structure, 
jor any disruption of the social order, if men continued to satisfy the sexual 
needs of their women, kept them happy, and protected their honour. If this 
|was not ensured a fitna could easily be let loose, since the honour of women 
would be in doubt, and as a result uneasiness and trouble could erupt at any 
moment. The virtue of women had to be ensured if peace was to reign among 
men, not an easy task in view of the fitna (seductiveness) of women. 

Islam’s contribution to the understanding of love, sex and the relations 
between the sexes has never to my knowledge been correctly assessed and 
given the consideration it deserves. However, t he contradictory aspects inhere nt 

whichTuns throu ghth e body of Islamic teaching, and is a continuation of the 
rigidyreabtibnary and cdnservafive reasoning that dominated the c onc epts a nd 
practices’ of Judaisiii and Christianity in matters related to se x. ' 

IslanTxhherit^ of Eve and of w omen that depicts them as 

thenlbse followers ancTmstruments_ _of Satan, t he.hQ.dyof women being his 
ab ofl e~.~ Aw^]ffi aov^p i kmh' yayingmal^afas th aiLiWhenever a man and a 
woman "meet together, th eir thi rd is_ai.wa.ys.Satan’.Mahomet the Prophet, 
despite hisT.bve _ fm“ahd. understanding of women, warns that: ‘After I have ' 
gone, there will be no greater danger menacing my nation and more liable to 
create anarchy and trouble than women.’ 4 

This a ttitude,toward s woman was prominent throughout Islamic thought 
and sbh jilwa ys remainedU. source of danger to man and to society on account 
of her power ofaftrac 'tion or fifnafldfaK .in the face of such seduction was 
portrayed as helpless, drained of all his capacities to be positive or to resist. 
Although this was not a new idea, it assumed big proportions in Islamic 
theology and was buttressed by many Ahadith (proverbs and sayings). 
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Woman was therefo re con sidered by the Arab s as a.menace.to man_and j 
society*;'and The only way to av oid the harm sKecould do was_tXLis.Qlale.herj 
In the home; where~shemT?uM~have no contactj vith either one or the _other,J 
If for any reasomshe had' to'move-outsTde'Tlie walls of her. prison, .aU.neces-l 
sary precantionsTiadTo beTakerTsb fliaf no one could get a glimpse of her j 
seductiveness: She was Therefore enveloped in veils and flowing robes like-j 
explosive material which has to be well packed. In some Arab societies, this 
concern to conceal the body of women went so far that the split-second 
uncovering of a finger or a toe was considered a potential source of fitna in 
society which might therefore lead to anarchy, uprisings, rebellions and the 
total destruction of the established order! _ . 

Thus it is that Islam confronted its philosophers and theologians with two 
contradictory, and in terms of logic, mutually exclusive conceptions. 1) Sex 
is one of the pleasures and attractions of life; 2) To .succ^]^^wm"lead ' 
to fitna in society — thaFis crisis"'disruption, and .anarchy. 

The only way out of this dilemma, the only path that could reconcile these 
two conflicting views, was to lay down a system or framework for sex which j 
on the one hand had to avoid fitna while on the other would permit abundant 
reproduction and a good deal of pleasure within the limits of Allah s pre- | 

scriptions. . \ 

The Imam, El Ghazali, explains how the will of Allah and his wisdom are \ 

manifested in the fact that he created sexual desire in both men and women. 
Tills is expressed in the words of his Prophet when he said: ‘Marry and 
multiply.’ ‘Since Allah has revealed Ills secret to us, and has instructed us 
clearly what to do, refraining from marriage is like refusing to plough the 
earth, and wasting the seed. It means leaving the useful tools which Allah has 
created for us idle, and is a crime against the self-evident reasons and obvious 
aims of the phenomenon of creation, aims written on the sexual organs in 
Divine handwriting.’ 5 

For El Ghazali, apart from reproduction, marriage aims at immunity from 
the Devil, breaking the sharp point of desire, avoiding the dangers of passion, 
keeping our eyes away from what they should not see, safeguarding the female 
sexual organs, and following the directives of our Prophet when he said. He 
who marries has ensured for himself the fulfilment of half his religion. Let him 

therefore fear Allah for the other half.’ 6 

Islamic thought admits the strength and power of sexual desire in women, 
and in men also. Fayad Ibn Nageeh said that, ‘if the sexual organ of the man 
rises up, a third of his religion is lost’. One of the rare explanations given to 
the Prophets’ words by Ibn Abbas, Allah’s blessing be upon both of them, is 
that ‘he who enters into, a woman is lost in a twilight’ and that ‘if the male 
organ rises up, it is an overwhelming catastrophe for once provoked it cannot 
be resisted by either reason or religion. For this organ is more powerful than 
all the instruments used by Satan against man.’ That is why the Prophet, 
Allah’s peace be upon him, said, ‘I have not seen creatures lacking in mind 
and religion more capable of overcoming men of reason and wisdom than you 
[women] .’ 7 He also warned men: ‘Do not enter the house of those who have 
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absent ones 5 - meaning those women whose husbands are away - Tor 
Satan will run out from one of you, like hot blood 5 . And we said, ‘From you 
also, 0 Prophet! He answered, ‘And from me also, but Allah has given me his 
support and so Satan has been subdued. 58 

From the above, it is clear that the Arabs were accustomed to discuss freely 
with Mahomet and treated him as an ordinary human being like themselves. If 
he said that Satan ran in their blood, they would riposte that Satan also ran 
in his blood. Upon which, Mahomet admitted that he was no different from 
them except in the fact that Allah has come to his rescue and subdued Satan 
within him. The Arabic word which has been translated into ‘subdued 5 is 
aslam, which means ‘to become a Muslim? (to know peace, to be saved). The 
meaning of Mahomet’s words, therefore, is that his Satan has become a 
Muslim. Mahomet emphasized the same point when he said: ‘I have been 
preferred to Adam in two ways. His wife incited him to disobedience, whereas 
my wives have helped me to obey. His Satan was a heretic, whereas mine was 
a Muslim inviting me always to do good.’ 9 

^ s i a Flj,.lherefo re, inherite d the attitude of Judaism towards Eve, the sinful 
woman who disobeyed God, and'to wards sex as related essentially tolvomen, 
and to S-atan. Mm~ 0 lTthe other hand^Tlfough'ehdoweh'wIEmm^ 
sexual passion, does not commit sin except if incited to do so by the seductive- 
i ness and devilry of woman. He is therefore enjoined to marry and thereby is 
able to beat back the evils of Satan and the bewitching temptations of women. 

Islam encourages men to marry. Mahomet the Prophet of the Muslims, says 
to them:‘Marriage is my law. He who loves my way of life, let him therefore 
follow my law.’ 10 

/ Despite the fact_thalJslam-re.c.QRniz.ex Lthe ex istence of sexual passion in 
I : both women placed all itsuopstraints oa w omm, thusjprgetting 

thattheif^s exuarhesire also wa s extremely strong. Islam never ignored the 
j deep-seated sexual passion that lies in men, and therefore suggested the 
} solutions that would ensure its satisfaction. 

Islamic history, therefore, witnessed men who married hundreds of women. 
In this connection we may once more quote El Ghazali: ‘And it was said of 
Hassan Ibn Ali that he was a great marrier of women, and that he had more 
than two hundred wives. Sometimes he would marry four at a time, or 
divorce four at a time and replace them by others. The Prophet Mahomet, 
Allah’s blessings and Peace be upon him, said of Hassan Ibn Ali: ‘You resemble 
me, and my creativity.’ 11 The Prophet had once said of himself that he had 
been given the power of forty men in sex.’ 12 Ghazali admits that sexual desire 
in men is very strong and that: ‘Some natures are overwhelmed by passion and 
cannot be protected by only one woman. Such men should therefore prefer¬ 
ably marry more than one woman and may go up to four.’ 13 

Some of the close followers of Mahomet (El Sahaba) who led an ascetic 
life would break their fast by having sexual intercourse before food. At other 
times they would share a woman’s bed before the evening prayer, then do their 
ablutions and pray. This was in order to empty the heart of everything and so 
concentrate on the worship of Allah. Thus it was that the secretions of Satan 
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were expelled from the body. 

Ghazali carries his thoughts further and says: ‘Since among Arabs passion is 
an overpowering aspect of their nature, they have been allowed to marry 
women slaves if at some time they should fear that this passion will become 
too heavy a burden for their belief and lead to its destruction. Though it is 
true that such a marriage could lead to the birth of a child that will be a slave, 
yet enslaving the child is a lighter offence than the destruction of religious 
belief. 5 Ghazali evidently believes that religion cannot be preserved from 
destruction unless men are allowed to marry as many women as they wish, 
even though in so doing they would be harming the interests of the children. 

It is clear that Islam has been very lenient with men in so far as the satis¬ 
faction of tlie-irxexud"deaiMls^^cerned..Yhis was true even if it led to the 
enslavement of children and injustice to innocent creatures or if sought at the 
expense of a woman slave completely deprived of a wife’s normal rights and 
whose children were destined never to enjoy the rights of a free child bom of 
a free mother. 

The inevitable question which arises in the face of these facts.is :...Whyhas 
religion been so lenient towards man? Why did it not demand that he control 
his sexual passions and limit himself to one wife, just as it demanded of the 
woman that she limit herself to one husband, even though it had recognized 
that women’s sexual desire was just as powerful, if not more so, as that of 
men? Why is it that religion was so understanding and helpful where men 
were concerned, to the extent of sacrificing the interests of the family, the 
women and even the children, in order to satisfy their desires? Why, in contrast, 
was it so severe with woman that death could be her penalty if she so much as 
looked at a man other than her husband? 

Islam made marriage theqnlyinstitution .within which sexual intercourse / 
could be'moFally practised between men and.women. Sexual relations, if / 

practised"outside"'this framework, ^re im.mediatelv transformn d intq .amact j 
of sto'man whom society had'hof endowed with the 
possibIMesU5Tgeffmg married, or buying a woman slave from the market, or j 
providing himself with a concubine, had no way of expending or releasing his 
pent-up sexual energies. Not even masturbation was permissible. { 

Ibn Abbas was once asked what he thought of masturbation? He exclaimed: 
‘Ouph, it is indeed bad. I spit on it. To marry a slave woman is better. And to 
marry a slave woman is preferable to committing adultery. 5 Thus it is that an 
unmarried youth is torn between three evils. The least of them is to marry a 
slave woman and have a slave child. The next is masturbation, and the most 
sinful of all is adultery. 14 

Of these three evils, only the first two were considered permissible. How¬ 
ever, the institution of marriage remained very different for men to what it 
was for women, and the rights accorded to husbands were distinct from those 
accorded to wives. In fact, it is probably not accurate to use the term ‘rights 
of the woman’ since a woman under the Islamic system of marriage has no 
human rights unless we consider that a slave has rights under a slave system. 
Marriage, in so far as women are concerned, is just like slavery to the slave, or 
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the chains of serfdom to the serf. Ghazali expressed this fact clearly and 
succinctly when speaking of the rights enjoyed by a husband over his wife: 
‘Perhaps the real answer is that marriage is a form of serfdom. The woman is 
man's serf and her duty therefore is absolute obedience to the husband in all 
that he asks of her person.’ 15 Mahomet himself said: ‘A woman, who at the 

moment of death enjoys the full approval of her husband, will find her place 
in Paradise.’ 16 F 

I The right enjoyed by a wife in Islam is to receive the same treatment as 
her husband’s other wives. Yet such ‘justice’ is impossible, as the Koran itself 
has stated: ‘You will not be able to treat your women equally even if you 
exert much effort.’ The Prophet himself preferred some of his wives to 
others. Some Muslim thinkers opposed polygamous marriage for this reason, 
and maintained that marriage to more than one woman in Islam was tied to a 
condition which itself was impossible to fulfil, namely to treat the different 
wives in exactly the same way and avoid any injustice to one or other of them. 
A man obviously desires his new wife more than the preceding one(s), other¬ 
wise he would not seek to marry her. Justice in this context should mean 
equality in love, or at least the absence of any tendency to like one wife more 
and so prefer her to the other(s). 18 

_ Some Muslim thinkers interpret the two relevant verses of the Koran 
differently: ‘Marry as many women as you like, two, three, or four. If you fear 
not to treat them equally, then marry only one’ and ‘You will not succeed in 
being just with your women, no matter how careful you are.’ 19 They consider 
that justice in this context simply implies providing the women with an equal 
share of material means for the satisfaction of their needs and that it does not 
refer to equality in the love and affection borne by the husband for his women. 2 * 
The question, however, is: What is more important to a woman, or to any 
human being who respects her dignity and her human qualities, justice in the 
apportioning of a few piastres, 21 or justice in true love and human treatment? 

Is marriage a mere commercial transaction by which a woman obtains some 
money from her husband, or is it a profound exchange of feelings and 
emotions between a man and a woman? 

Even if we were to assume the impossible, and arrive at a situation where 
the man treats his wives equally, it would not be possible to call this a ‘right’, 
since the first and foremost criterion of any right is that it should be enjoyed 
equally by all individuals without distinction or discrimination. If a man 
marries four wives, even if he treats them equally, it still means that each 
woman among them has .only a quarter of a man, whereas the man has four 
women. The women here are only equal in the sense that they suffer an equal 
injustice, just as in bygone days all slaves were ‘equal’ in that sense under the 

system of slavery. This can in no way be considered equality or iustice or rights 
for women. 

The slave and feudal systems came into being in order to serve the interests 
of the slave and feudal landowners. In the same way, the system of marriage 
was created to serve the interests of the man against those of the woman and 
the children. 
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El Ghazali when speaking of the benefits of marriage for men expresses 
himself in these words: 


Marriage relieves the mind and heart of the man from the burden of looking 
after the home, and of being occupied with cooking, sweeping, cleaning 
utensils and arranging for the necessities of life. If the human being did not 
possess a passion for living with a mate, he would find it very difficult to 
have a home to himself, since if obliged to undertake all the tasks of . 
looking after .the home, he would find most of his time wasted and would 
not be able to devote himself to work and to knowledge. A good woman, 
capable of setting things to rights in the home, is an invaluable aid to 
religious holiness. If however things go wrong in this area, the heart 
becomes the seat of anxieties and disturbances, and life is seized with 
things that chase away its calm. For these reasons Soleiman El Darani has 
said: “A good wife is not a creation of tins world, for in fact she permits 
you to be occupied with the life of the hereafter, and this is so because she 
looks after the affairs of your home and in addition assuages your passions.” 

Thus it is that a man cannot devote himself to bis religious life, or to know¬ 
ledge, unless he has a wife who is completely preoccupied with the affairs of 
Iris home, with serving him, and feeding him, cleaning his clothes and looking 
after all his needs. But are we not justified in asking: What about the wife? How 
can she in turn devote herself to her religious life and the search for knowledge? 
It is clear that no one has ever thought of the problem from this angle, as if it 
were a foregone conclusion that women have nothing to do with, either 
religion or knowledge. That their sole function in life is sweeping, cooking, 
washing clothes and cleaning utensils, and undertaking those tasks that 
Ghazali has described as a source of trouble and disturbance to the heart, and 
that chase away the calm of life. 

How clear it is that the mind of women and their ambitions, whether in 
science or in culture, have been completely dropped from all consideration, 
so that man can consecrate himself completely to such fields of human activity. 
He furthermore imposes on woman the troubles and disturbances of the heart 
and mind that result from being occupied with such domestic tasks, after 
which she is accused of being stupid and lacking in religious conviction. Woman 
shoulders all these burdens without receiving any remuneration except the 
food, clothing and shelter required to keep her alive. Man not only exploits 
her mind for his own ends by abolishing it, or at least preventing it from 
developing any potential through science, culture and knowledge, not only 
does he plunge her whole life into working for him without reward, but he 
also uses her to satisfy his sexual desires to the extent required by him. It is 
considered one of her duties, and she must respond to his desires at any time. 

If she fails to do so, falls ill, refuses, or is prevented by her parents, it is his 
right to divorce her, and in addition deprive her of alimony. 

Among the sacred duties of the wife is complete obedience to the husband. 
She is not allowed to differ with him, to ask questions, or even to argue certain 
points. The man on the other hand is not expected to obey his wife. On the 
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contrary, it is considered unworthy of a man to do what his wife suggests or 
asks of him. Omar Ibn El Khattab once said: ‘Differ with your women and do 
not do what they ask. Thus you will be blessed. For it is said: Consult them 
and then act differently. 5 The Prophet advises: ‘Do not live a slave to your 
wife. 5 The Muslim religious leader, El Hassan, goes even further when he 
maintains that: ‘Whenever a man has started to obey the desires and wishes of 
his woman, it has ended by Allah throwing him into the tires of Purgatory.’ 23 

One of the rights of a woman is to be paid a sum of money in the form of 
a dowry when she is married, and to receive another sum of money as 
alimony if her husband divorces her. in addition, he is supposed to feed and 
clothe her, to give her shelter in a home. However, the woman cannot specify 
any conditions as far as the home she is expected to live in is concerned. It 
might be a hut made of wood or mud, or a beautiful brick house, depending 
on the means of the husband. She cannot determine the size of the dowry, or 
the sum paid to her as alimony, or the food which she is supposed to eat and 
the clothes she will wear. All these tilings are decided by the husband according 
to his assessment of the financial means at his disposal, and how he should 
spend them. 

According to Islamic rules, a woman can ask to be paid for breastfeeding 
her child. 24 The husband is obliged to pay her for this from his earnings, if 
the child itself has not some financial resources laid aside for it. If these exist, 

I the payment is made to the mother out of them. The mother is not forced to 
breastfeed the child if she does not want to, even if pay is offered to her. She 
can ask to be paid as long as there is no other woman who has voluntarily 
agreed to breastfeed the child, and to whom the father has no objection. 
However, if such a woman does exist, the wife no longer has the right to ask 
for any nursing payment. 

Here again it is the husband’s will that is crucial, since he.can prevent the 
mother from being paid for nursing her child by finding another woman for 
this purpose, either on a voluntary basis or for a lower wage. 

I The mother is also eligible for payment for the rearing of her children, but 
I here again it is the father’s prerogative to choose another woman who can 
offer her services either on a voluntary basis or for less pay. 

Such limited rights are almost insignificant, surrounded as they are by 
impossible conditions and cannot be considered of any real value. On the 
contrary, they afford the man a possibility of dispensing with the services of 
the children’s mother immediately she makes a request to be paid, thereby in 
fact obliging her to forego her right to payment for nursing or child-rearing. 

The vast majority of women, unable to be immune to the tendency .for 
society and families to exaggerate and sanctify the functions of motherhood, 
cannot but sacrifice themselves for their children and give them everything, 
including their lives. To sacrifice some minor sum of money is therefore a 
matter of no consequence. 

The exploitation to which a wife and a mother is exposed is evident from 
die fact that she carries out a number of vital functions without being paid. 

She is cook, sweeper, cleaner, washerwoman, domestic servant, nurse, governess 
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und teacher to the children, in addition to being an instrument of sexual satis¬ 
faction and pleasure to her husband. All this she does free of charge, except 
for the expenses of her upkeep, in the form of food, clothing and shelter. She 
is therefore the lowest paid labourer in existence. 

The exploitation of woman is built upon the fact that man pays her the 
lowest wage known for any category of human beasts of burden. It is he who 
decides what she is paid, be it in the form of a few piastres, some food, a dress, 
or simply a roof over her head. With this meagre compensation, he can justify 
the authority he exercises over her. Men exercise their tutelage over women 
because, as stated in the Koran, they provide them with the means of 
livelihood. 

Man’s lordship over woman is therefore enforced through the meagre 
piastres he pays her and also through imposing a single husband upon her to 
ensure that the piastres he owns are not inherited by the child of another man. 
Preserving this inheritance is the motive force behind the severe and rigid 
laws which seek to maintain a woman’s loyalty to her husband so that no 
confusion can affect the line of descent. It is not love between husband and 
wife which is sought to be nurtured and cherished by these rules. If it were 
love between the couple that was the basis of this search for loyalty between 
husband and wife, such loyalty would be required equally from both the 
woman and the man. However, since loyalty is sought in thfe woman alone, by 
Imposing monogamy on her, whereas the man is permitted to multiply and 
diversify his sexual relations, it becomes self-evident that conjugal devotion 
is not a human moral value, but one of the instruments of social oppression 
exercised against the woman to make sure that the succession and inheritance 
Is kept intact. The line of descent which is sought to be preserved is ; , of course, 
that of the man. Thus adultery on the part of the woman, her betrayal of the 
nuptial vows sworn to on the day of marriage, means the immediate destruc¬ 
tion of patrilineal descent and inheritance. 

Money is therefore the foundation of morals, or at least of the morals 
prevalent where property, exploitation and inheritance are the essence of the 
economic system. Yet in religion it is assumed that true morals are dependent 
rather on human values. The Koran clearly says: ‘Neither your wealth, nor 
your children can, even if you tread the path of humiliation, bring you close 
to me.’ ‘The highest esteem is given by Allah to those who are the purest.’ 2S 

We have mentioned before that society realized early on the powerful 
biological and sexual nature of women, which power it compared to that of 
Satan. It was therefore inevitable that her loyalty and chastity could only be 
ensured by preventing her from having relations with any males apart from 
her husband and the men with whom she was forbidden to have sex such as 
the father, brother, and paternal or maternal uncles. This is the reason 
behind the segregation that arose between men and women, and the outlawing 
of free intermixing between them, a segregation put into effect by imprisoning 
tire women within the four walls of the home. This confinement ofi women 
to the home permits the attainment of three inter-related aims: 1) It ensures 
the loyalty of the woman and prevents her from mixing with strange men; 
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2) It permits her to devote herself entirely to the, care of her home, husband 
and children and the aged members of the family; and 3) It protects men 
from the dangers inherent in women and their powers of seduction, which are 
so potent that when faced by them ‘men lose two-thirds of their reason and 
become incapable of thinking about Allah, science and knowledge.’ 

The Muslim philosophers who so oft proclaim such opinions borrow most 
of their ideas from the myth of Adam and Eve, seeing woman as a replica of 
Eve, endowed with powers that are dangerous and destmctive to society, to 
man, and to religion. They believe that civilization has been gradually built 
up in the struggle against these ‘female powers’, in an attempt to control and 
suppress them, so as to protect the men and to avoid their minds from being 
preoccupied with women to the detriment of their duties towards Allah 
and society. 

In order to preserve society and religion from such evils, it was essential 
to segregate the sexes, and subjugate women by fire and steel when necessary 
for fire and steel alone can force slaves to submit to unjust laws and systems 
built on exploitation. Woman’s status within marriage is even worse than that 
of the slave, for woman is exploited both economically and sexually. This 
apart from the moral, religious and social oppression exercised over her to 
ensure the maintenance of her double exploitation. Slaves, at least, are 
partially compensated for the efforts they make in the form of some material 
reward. But a woman is an unpaid servant to the husband, children and elderly 
people within the home. And a slave may be liberated by his master to become 
a free man, and thus enjoy the rights of free men, foremost amongst which is 
the recognition that he has a brain and religious conviction. But a woman, as 
long as she remains a woman, has no chance or hope of ever possessing the 
brain and religious conviction of a man. For women are ‘lacking in their minds 
and in their religious faith.’ 

Since men possess more reason and wisdom than women it has become 
their right, and not that of women, to occupy the positions' of ruler, legislator, > 
governor etc. One of the primary conditions in Islam to become a religious or 
political leader (Imam) or governor (Wali) is to be a ‘male’. 26 Then follow 
piety, knowledge and competence. 

The major ideas on which Islam has based itself in dealing with the question 
of women and sex can thus be listed as follows: 

1) Men should exercise their tutelage over women because they provide for 
them economically. They are also superior to women as far as reason, wisdom, 
piety, knowledge and religious conviction are concerned. Authority is the 
right of men, and obedience the duty of women. 

2) Men’s energies should be expended in worship, religious activities and in 
the search for knowledge. This is to be attained by making women devote 
themselves to serving their men in the home, preparing food and drink, 
washing, cleaning and caring for the children and elderly. 

3) The sexual desires of men should be duly satisfied so that they can concen¬ 
trate with a clear mind and heart on religious activities, the worship of Allah, 
the search for knowledge, and the service of society. This also aims to ensure 
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that religion is safeguarded and society preserved from being undermined, or 
oven collapsing. Sexual desire is to be satisfield through marriage, the aims of 
Which are reproduction and also experience of one of the pleasures promised 
in Paradise, so that men may be motivated to do good and so be rewarded 
in the after-life. It is men’s uncontested right to fully satisfy their sexual needs 
by marrying several women, or by taking unto themselves women slaves and 
concubines. Masturbation however is an evil, and adultery an even greater 
Sin. ‘Let those who cannot marry remain chaste so that Allah may bestow 
upon them of His riches. Let he who can marry a woman, who has matured 
without marriage, .take her as a wife. If he cannot, then abstinence is the 
path.’ 22 

4) The seduction of women and their powers of temptation are a danger and 
a source of destruction. Men must be protected from their seductive powers, 
and this is ensured by confining them to the home. Man is exposed to 
annihilation if he succumbs to the temptations of women. In the words of 
Ibrahim Ebn Adham, ‘he who is accustomed to the thighs of women will* 
never be a source of anything.’ 28 

5) Women are forbidden to leave the home and enter the outside world of 
men except if an urgent necessity to do this arises, as in illness or death. If a 
woman goes outside her home she must cover her body completely and not 
expose her attractions or anything that is liable to seduce a man. Her orna¬ 
ments should be hidden and her external genital organs preserved intact. 

Islam encouraged men to marry and went as far as considering it a religious 
duty. A familiar Arab saying goes as follows: ‘Marriage is half of religion.’ 

Men were not only asked to marry, but permitted to take several wives, and 
to have extramarital sexual relations almost at will, by living with concubines 
or women -slaves. They were thus led to boast of the number of women they 
owned, and to speak with pride of their sexual powers. 

The sexual powers of man became a part of the Arab ethos, and within 
tins ethos, were related to manliness and virility. It became a matter for shame 
if a man was known to be impotent or sexually weak. Obviously, it could 
only be a woman who would be able to know, and therefore judge, if a man 
was sexually deficient, and in this resided another source of woman’s hidden 
strength enhancing the dangers she represented. Men therefore had to be pro¬ 
tected from her, and society did this by ensuring that her eyes were prevented 
from seeing anything outside the home — like an animal that becomes blind 
from being kept in the dark - by covering her face with the thickest of veils, 
and by obscuring her mind so she would become incapable of discerning the 
weak from the strong. This is the origin of the greater value attached to a 
virgin as compared with a woman, when the time comes for her to marry. 

The virgin knows little or nothing about men and sex, whereas a woman has 
experience drawn from her past relations with men and from her knowledge 
of the arts of sex. She can easily discern where he the weaknesses of a man 
and where lies his strength. Hence the reduced value attached to a widow or 
a divorced woman. 

Mahomet the Prophet, however, did not comply with these general rules of 
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male conduct in Arab society. He was married fourteen times to women who 
had been divorced or widowed. The only virgin he married was Aisha. In this 
respect he was also much more progressive, and much more open-minded than 
most of the men of today, who still prefer to marry a virgin and look for the 
usual bloodstains on the nuptial sheet or cloth. That is why, especially in 
mral areas, the custom of defloration by the husband’s or daya’s finger is still 
widespread, and is meant to demonstrate the red evidence of virginity on a 
white cloth symbolic of purity and an intact family honour. 

As we have seen, the status of women and the attitudes towards them 
changed rapidly after the death of Mahomet. In the very essence of Islam, and 
in its teachings as practised in the life of the Prophet, women occupied a 
comparatively high position. But once they were segregated from men and 
made to live within the precincts of the home, the values of honour, self- 
respect and pride characteristic of Arab tribal society became closely and 
almost indissolubly linked to virginity, and to preventing the womenfolk of ! 
the family from moving into the outside world. A popular saying among the 
Palestinians, very common until the middle of the 20th century, goes: ‘My 
woman never left our home until tire day she was carried out.’ 29 I remember 
my mother describing my grandmother and saying that she had only ever 
moved through the streets on two occasions. The first was when she left her ; 
father’s house and went to her husband after marriage. And the second when 
she was carried out of her husband’s house to be buried. Both times no part 
of her body remained uncovered. 30 

Segregation between the world of men and that of women was so strict 
that a woman who dared to go outside the door of her home was liable to be 
maltreated at the hands of men. They might limit themselves to a few rude 
and insolent glances, or resort to coarse sexual remarks and insults, but very 
often things would go even further. A man or a boy might stretch out his 
hand and seize her by the arm or the breast. Sometimes young boys would 
throw stones at her in the lanes and by-roads of cities and towns, and follow 
in her footsteps with jeering remarks or sexual insults, in which the organs ! 
of her body would be vilHfied in a chorus of loud voices. As a girl I used to be 
scared of going out into the streets in some of the districts of Cairo during my 
secondary school days (1943-48). I remember how boys sometimes threw 
stones at me, or shouted out crude insults as I passed by, such as ‘Accursed be 
the cunt of your mother’ or ‘Daughter of the bitch fucked by men’. In some 
Arab countries women have been exposed to physical or moral aggression in 
the streets simply because their fingers were seen protruding from the sleeves 
of their dress. 31 

| This tendency among males to harm any woman caught crossing the 
boundaries of her home, and therefore the outer limits of the world prescribed 
for her by men, or who dares break into and walk through domains reserved 
for men, proves that they cannot consider her as merely weak and passive. On 
the contrary, they look upon her as a dangerous aggressor the moment she 
steps over the frontiers, an aggressor to be punished and made to return 
immediately to the restrictions of her abode. This attitude bears within itself 
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the proof of woman’s strength, a strength from which man seeks to protect 
himself by all possible means. Not only does he imprison woman within the 
house, but he also surrounds the male world with all sorts of barricades, 
stretches of barbed wire, fortifications and even heavy guns. 

The female world, on the other hand, is looked upon by men as an area 
surrounded by, and peopled with, obscure and puzzling secrets, filled with 
nil the dark mystery of sorcery, devilry and the works of Satan. It is a world 
that a man may only enter with the greatest caution, and a prayer for Allah’s 
help, Allah who alone can give us strength and show us the way. Thus it is 
that the Arab man in the rural areas of Egypt mutters a string of Allah’s 
names through pursed, fast moving lips, on entering a house in which there 
ore women: ( Ya Hafez , ya Hafes, ya Lateef ya Sattar, ya Rab, ya Satir, ya 
Karim .' (‘0 great preserver, almighty one, God the compassionate, who art 
alone shielder from all harm, protector from evil, bountiful and generous’ ) 

In some Arab societies the man might add destour , which is the same word 
used by peasants to chase away evil spirits or devils. 32 - 

Here again we can observe the commonly held idea of a close link between 
women and devils or evil spirits. It goes back to the story of Eve, and the 
belief that she was positive and active where evil is concerned, an instrument 
of Satan’s machinations. The development of a Sufi theology in Islam, 
characterized by renunciation of the world, and meditation and love for Allah 
— which became a cult of love in general — allowed women to lise to the level 
of saints. However, the number of women saints remained extremely small as 
compared with men. On the other hand, where it came to evil spirits 80% of 
them were popularly considered to be female. 33 

The history of the Arabs shows that the women were undoubtedly much 
less afraid of the men than the men were of the women. The tragedy of Arab 
men however, or rather of most men all over the world, is that they fear 
woman and yet desire her. But I think it can be said that Arab men in some 
periods, especially in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic eras, were able to over¬ 
come their fear of women to a much greater degree than men in the West. Or 
perhaps, more precisely, the men’s desire for their women was stronger than 
the inhibitions built from fear. This is due to the difference in the objective 
conditions prevailing in Arab societies as compared to the West, and to the 
fact, discussed earlier, that Islam (contrary to Christianity) recognized the 
validity and legitimacy of sexual desire. 

As a result, sex and love occupied a much more important place in the life 
of the Arabs, and in their literature and arts. But parallel to this flowering in 
the passions which bind men and women together, there was an opposite 
and almost equally strong tendency in the teachings of philosophers and men 
of wisdom, and in the literary works of writers and poets, that warned 
against indulging in the pleasures of sex. Men were abjured not to become 
‘Impassioned’ with women or to fall victims do their seductions. One of the 
famous injunctions of the prominent Arab thinker, Ibn El Mokafa, says. 
‘Know well that one of the tilings that can cause the worst of disasters in 
religion, the greatest exhaustion to the body, the heaviest strain on the purse, 
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the highest harm to the mind and reason, the deepest fall in man’s chivalry, 
and the fastest dissipation of his majesty and poise, is a passion for women. 34 

Ibn Mokafa was no doubt directing his remarks exclusively to those men 
who possessed ‘majesty’, ‘poise’, and a well garnished purse, since only those 
who possessed these trappings could possibly lose them through love of 
women. Other men, those that constituted the vast majority among the people 
and who possessed neither majesty, nor poise, nor purse of any kind could 
not benefit from his advice, or even be in the least concerned with.it. They 
were completely, or almost completely, stripped of all worldly possessions 
and therefore sometimes even of the means to have just one lawful wife, pay 
her dowry and keep her children. Such men could not be expected to strut 
back and forth on the scenes of love and passion. 

In Arab society, as in all societies governed by a patriarchal class system 
where enormous differences exist between various social levels, sex and love, 
sexual freedom and licence and a life of pleasure were only the lot of a very 
small minority. The vast majority of men and women were destined to toss 
and turn on a bed of nails, to be consumed by the flames of sacrifice and to 
be subjugated by a load of traditions, laws and codes which forbid sex to all 
except those who can pay its price. 

The Arabs, exposed as they were to the shortages and harshness of desert 
life, to the difficulties and perils of obtaining the bare necessities in a back¬ 
ward and rather savage society, and to the burden of exploitation by their : 
own and surrounding ruling classes, were known for their fortitude, patience, • 
and capacity to stand all kinds of deprivation, whether from food, sex or even 
water. Yet they were capable, like people in all lands, and at all stages in human 
development, of finding compensation in other things. This might explain to 
us why the Arab people were so fond of listening to the stories of A Thousand 
and One Nights, pulsating as they were with the passions of beautiful women 
and the seductions of sex. This eagerness to listen to, and repeat, what had 
been told over a thousand nights, aroused a fiery imagination and substituted 
illusions for what life could not give them in fact. These stories, as Sadek El ! 
Azm describes them, ‘have as their theme incidents and happenings that have 
been built around an intricate web of passion and love, which appeared all the 
more fascinating in that it did not conform with the moral codes and religious 
laws that held sway in the life of society, nor with the way in which good and 
evil, legitimate and illegitimate, permissible and impennissible were conceived 
of.’ Thus it is that wives are made to betray their husbands'with lovers and male 
slaves, virgins to meet with their handsome favourites in secret, and men to 
abandon their wives and seek out their mistresses in the rapture of soft 
summer nights. All those with whom these stories deal are engaged in the sole 
occupation of giving free rein to their voluptuous and hotly flowing desires, 
with all the means at their disposal, even if this should entail lying, deceiving, 
betraying people’s confidence and running away from facing the consequences 
of one’s acts. The predominance of these themes in the popular stories of this 
book echoes the yearnings that lie buried in the hidden depths of every man 
and woman condemned to live through the daily grind of a routine life, and 
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dreaming of a chance to experience the throbbings of a violent passion. Yet 
where is the way out when everything around them stands like a vigilant 
sentinel intent on keeping their footsteps away from the exciting, sinuous and 
dangerous paths? The only door that remains open is that of tales and stories 
where people can live in imagination what is forbidden to them in fact by 
custom and tradition. 35 

For the traditions and customs prevalent in Arab society imposed limi¬ 
tations on sex which in actual practice were much stricter than the sexual 
freedom they accorded. They tended to create a sharp separation between 
love and sex, and between the body and the soul, a heritage which the human 
race carried down from Judaism, and which was the direct result of damning 
sex eternally with the stigma of sin and viewing it as something defiling and 
degraded. The Arab, therefore, related love to the soul and believed that it was / 
a pure emanation of the spirit, just like the love of Allah, or of one’s country, 
or the feeling and affection reserved for a mother. Sex and the body, however, 
were dragged down to the level of earthly animal desires that should not defile, 
the noble feeling of love. | 

Romantic love in the West, therefore, had its counterpart in el hob el ozri 
among the Arabs. The separation between sex and love was carried so far that 
lire Arab also carved out a deep ravine between love and marriage. A man was 
not allowed to marry the woman he loved. Numerous are the famous Arab 
stories of hob ozri , such as that of Gamil who fell passionately in love with 
Boussaina. In order to stand between her and Gamil, her parents obliged the 
girl to be betrothed to a hideous looking one-eyed man- Another very famous 
story is that of Keiss, the well-known Arab poet, who filled the heavens and 
the earth with poems which he composed to sing Ills love for Laila. She was 
also prevented from marrying him and given to another man. And again, the 
young girl, Afra, was to remain for ever separated from Orwa Ibn Hizam, the 
man who had loved her so deeply and passionately. 

The tragedy of hob ozri is a very common theme in Arab literature and 
poetry. The Arabs throughout the ages have expressed in song and verse the 
tortures of love, and the pleasurable pain of separation and yearning between 
lovers deprived of one another. As an example, let us quote Ibn Hazm who 
says: ‘Love is a fatal disease, a state of ecstasy, an infirmity for which we 
yearn. He who is not afflicted searches for its woes, and he is seized with its 
malady no longer seeks to be cured.’ 36 He goes on to say in verse: ‘The 
suffering that has befallen me through you, my hope in life, is the source of 
my ecstasy. I will never turn away from you till the end of my days.’ 

This masochistic tendency to take pleasure in pain is not limited to the J 
Arab alone, but is peculiar to the whole of the human race ever since body 
was separated from mind, and sex equated with sin. The human being as a [ 
species has been differentiated from animals by the relatively greater size and 
Importance of his or her brain, and by the continuous development and evo¬ 
lution which took place in this higher organ of the body which was necessary 
In overcoming the dangers that stalked the earth,the storms of nature, and the 
catastrophes of life. I think that perhaps one of the greatest afflictions to » 
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( descend upon the human race in all its history has been the separation between 
j body and soul, and the inescapable development arising from this separation, 

\ namely the equating of sex with sin. These ideas had a much greater destructivi 
power than all the wild beasts of the forest, and human beings could have beer 
crushed by them, were it not for the wonderful capacity of the brain to adapt 
itself and to undergo continuous evolution. Any animal without a brain faced 
with these ideas would have had only one of two alternatives. Either complete 
abstention from sexual relations — which would inevitably have led to the 
disappearance of the species. Or the continued practice of sex — leading to 
death engendered by a terrible feeling of guilt and unhappiness at the repet¬ 
ition of an act which was equivalent to the worst of crimes. Both alternatives 
had to end in death. 

But the brain of the human being, which for all practical purposes is the i 
only weapon he or she possesses in life, had this wonderful capacity to adapt! 
and develop which enabled them to overcome this idea, just as they overcame 
the lions and tigers of the forests. They did not do it by wrestling with these . 
dangerous wild beasts, but overcame them by cunning and intelligence, and by 
running away or escaping into the trees whenever cornered. Similarly, they 
did not overcome these destructive ideas by a face to face encounter and by , 
open resistance, but followed the same tactics of escaping, outflanking and 
’disappearing in search of protection and ways out of the trap. Masochism, or 
the pleasure of pain, was thus a protective device, by which the human beingi 
tried to rid her or himself of an over powering feeling of guilt, saying in effect, 
‘Yes. By practising sex I am guilty of sin, but I make atones for my sin by 
experiencing this almost intolerable pain, in which I even discover some 
pleasure.’ 

Freud made a grievous mistake when he expounded his theories on the 
psychology of women, and when he described masochism as an essential 
cornerstone of the nature with which woman was born. For woman is not 
alone in being masochistic. Man also shares the same characteristic and both 
of diem are victims of the thinking which lead to the separation of body and 
soul. However, since the evils of the body and of sex were attributed to women 
much more than to men, it is natural that the feeling of guilt in woman should 
be much stronger and deeper than it is in man. She is in greater need of exper¬ 
iencing pain and suffering, so that she can expiate her sin. The Old Testament 
inspired women with the idea of such suffering when it said, ‘thou shalt give 
|birth to children in sorrow and pain.’ Freud made the mistake of seeking the 
Icauses of masochism in the biological and psychological nature of women, 
trather than in history and the development of society. 

Some Arab thinkers have opposed the concepts which create an artificial 
chasm between body and soul, and have tried to make peace between them. 
One of these thinkers is El Sheikh Abou Ali El Hassan Ibn Ali Ibn Seena (well 
known as Avicenna) who died in the year 1027 A.D. Ibn Seena was ahead of ; 
the philosophers and thinkers of the West in his scientific approach to man asi 
a total human being, and in his appreciation of the importance of the body 
and its sensual perceptions. He was one of the very first men of science and 
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knowledge in the world to insist on wercoming the separation between body 
und soul and to reconstitute the original and intimate link that exists 
between sex and love, Man is a total being for Ibn Seena, and cannot be 
fragmented or divided up into separate parts. 

In his famous book HZ Kanoun Fil Tib Ibn Seena writes that the psyche or 
soul, just as is the case with sex, is composed of two forces, a conscious force 
and a motive force. The conscious force is also like sex and in turn is composed 
of two forces, an unconcealed conscious force appearing on the surface, and a 
hidden conscious force buried in the depths. The unconcealed conscious 
force appearing on the surface is sensual or related to the senses. 

Ibn Seena perceived with a degree of clarity remarkable for his time, and 
certainly ahead of Western science, the bridges that related psyche to body 
and the fact that the former was divided into conscious and subconscious. 

Freud was, therefore, not the first to conceptualize this division of the human 
psyche claimed as a discovery of Western science. 

Another of the most important contributions of Ibn Seena was his essay on 
love. 38 In this essay, perhaps for the first time, love between man and woman 
was considered to play a positive role. Ibn Seena here again bridges the gap 
between the activity of the animal psyche (as it was then described) and the 
expressive psyche in man (conscious, related to speech), and between the two 
poles of natural physical or bodily love (sex) and spiritual love. He assigned 
Lo the lower self (the body) a role, and upheld that it participates with this 
role side by side with the higher rational expressive self (expressive here in the 
sense of speech). Love of human beauty, or in other words sexual love, is con¬ 
sidered a vehicle by which man can approach closer to God. Thus Ibn Seena 
in this essay upheld his essential thinking about the self or psyche, and its 
components, and accorded it a rightful place in tire totality of his philo¬ 
sophical thinking. He surpassed his predecessors and was the first man of 
knowledge and science to build up a concept of graduated harmony between 
the body and the self (the soul, psyche or mind). Thus he differed from all 
those whom he had superseded and who were intent on seeing the body and 
self as locked.in a continuous and unabating struggle. 

Ibn Seena, however, repeated the mistakes that other men had made 
before, or were to make later. like Sigmund Freud he considered that a man 
was one thing and a woman another. He considered that the urine of woman 
had less shine to it than that of men because of her innate curiosity. 39 From 
his bookF7 Kanoun fil Tib we quote the following passage: ‘The urine of women 
in any case is thicker, and whiter, and has less shine to it than the urine of 
men. This is due to their active curiosity, the weakness of their digestion, the 
greater width of the openings through which it flows, and the fact that the 
secretions of the uterus mix with the urine.’ 

Ibn Seena was nevertheless an exceptionally brilliant philosopher, thinker 
and man of science. He has not been given his due in the Western world and 
lesser men by far have been given much greater prominence. The reason for 
tins is not difficult to discover. We do not live in a neutral world and our 
civilization has been biased in favour of the minds and contributions of white 
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Westerners, rather than those of more dark-skinned Easterners, just as it has 
had an age-long bias towards men as against women. This bias cannot be 
explained by the natural superiority claimed by some ‘scientists 5 for the 
Western brain and its alleged qualities of greater intelligence and creativeness, 
but rather by a deliberate attempt to erase the cultural heritage of peoples 
who were once colonized, to sever the continuity between their past, present 
and future, and thus to render easier the attempts at imperialist and reactionar] 
subjugation for those who still dream of maintaining more modem versions of 
old colonial empires. 

Ibn Seena’s prejudice in favour of men’s urine is in no way more remarkable 
and ridiculous than Freud’s leanings in favour of the male penis, leanings which 
he carried so far that his whole analysis of the psychology of. women was 
built on the fact, so crucial for him, that they had been, poor creatures, de¬ 
prived of the signal privilege of possessing a male protrusion at the lower end 1 
of their bellies. Freud believes that women are not as they are, women, but 
rather males who lack a man’s penis; they do not wish to admit this fact, the 
fact that they are castrated males, and live in the hope of being able to get a 
male sexual organ at some time or another in spite of everything. 40 
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17. The Heroine in 
Arab Literature 


The image drawn of women by Arab writers and poets in more ancient times, 
lut also in contemporary literature, does not differ except in details from 
tat which has been depicted in the West. Whatever differences exist are 
mainly due to the changes in place and time, or some writers being more ior- 
wardlooking than others. Variations are superficial and in no way influence 
'Hie essential picture of women who remain subjugated to men by the patri¬ 
archal system, whether in the context of an industrial society, or in that ol 
jjn agricultural setting, whether feudal or capitalist, retrograde or advanced, 

Eastern or Western, Christian or Muslim. . 

The content of art and literature essentially depends on a struggle mtrmsi 
to the work. Tliis struggle may end in success or in failure, but it is always a 
type of drama or tragedy that deserves to be told, to be described, and to be 
registered whether it be humorous or conducive to sadness, tragic or comic. 
Many are the incidents and strange situations in life that inspire tears an 

laughter at the same time. 

One of the most important of these struggles is that which has gone on, 
and continues without respite, between man and woman, ever since the day 
when she was stripped of her natural and reasonable right to name her 
children and decide their descent. The tracing of a child s lineage and its nam 
With reference to the father, though it has lasted for many thousands of years, 
has not become any the more natural or reasonable as a result. An established 
; and time honoured injustice can never acquire the quality of justice simply 
i because of the long passage of time or its ancient heritage The struggle 
between man and woman began with the establishment of the patnarc a 
■ system, and went on right through the ages to the present day. The male ot 
the human species never lost his fear that one day woman would be 
victorious and regain the rights she had lost. The proof of his fear lies m 
fetters and chains with which he has surrounded her body and mmd, fetters 
and chains that take the form of strict and sanctified laws, or scientific 
theories about her ‘self and her psychology, or certain moral codes or even 
emotions that take on the form of love and nobility and protection but whose 
real substance is made up of jealousy, acquisitiveness, domination and 
possessiveness. The proof of this almost obsessive fear is the fact that man has 
never given up the attempt to limit her freedom and to control every aspect 
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of her life, sometimes in full consciousness of what he is doing and at others 1 
without even realizing his own motives. As though the moment he dropped 
his guard or abandoned his wariness, things would be turned upside down, 
and woman would not remain inferior to him but become a superior being, 
no longer weak but infinitely powerful. 

For the last five or six thousand years man has put all his capabilities and 
imagination into inventing a wide variety of bonds with which to encircle and 
pin down women. Yet, throughout, he has never been able to dispel this 
ingrained fear of the woman and the necessity he feels to watch her carefully. 1 
The inevitable conclusion is that this extreme wariness must be well-founded, 
built on sound reasoning, and motivated by basic natural factors. The first 
good reason which explains his attitude is the fact that man has violated nature 
and imposed an unnatural situation. For woman, from the very day she was 
made woman millions of years ago, has bom children and affiliated them to 
herself as a natural consequence of a natural situation. Man only discovered 
the secrets of childbearing and childbirth recently. He remained buried in 
almost total ignorance for a long time and what one does not know one fears. 
He was therefore afraid of woman, afraid of the fact that she had this 
mysterious power to bear children and to give birth to them. It was not 
possible for him to rid his mind and his heart of a fear that he had carried 
within himself for millions of years. A few hundred years of light were not 
enough to dispel the heavy dark clouds of an unreasoning fear accumulated 
since the beginning of human life on earth. 

Such a short span of time, if compared with the millions of years that have 
elapsed since the first forerunners of man peered anxiously through the gloom 
of high forest trees, could not eradicate from his memory the image of the 
woman mother, giver and creator of life, and ancient goddess of all time. 

The myth of Adam and Eve is the story of man’s fear of woman. Were it 
not for this fear, no one would have thought of attributing evil, sin and devilry 
to Eve. For the she devil is nothing but a living embodiment of man’s innate 
fear. Woman who was able through her power and sorcery and seductive 
beauty to lead Adam into a trap, to make him drop in one fell blow from the 
high heavens to the menial earth, and to be the cause of his destruction, his 
downfall and his death, must indeed be an awesome and fearful creature, and 
no one today can swear that at the dawn of the human race, she really was not 
a terrifying being. 

Psychology emphasizes the close link that exists in the psyche of the human 
being between fear and hatred. Fear indeed breeds hatred, and hatred in its 
turn is the sustenance of fear. They run together, and the continuity of one 
depends on the continuity of the other. 

Freud admitted that man hates woman and that he envisages her as a source 
of danger. In his essay, The Taboo of Virginity, he maintains that man is in 
the habit of projecting his internal hatred on the external world, that is, 

. relating it to something that he detests, or to anything with which he is not 
familiar. 1 Man also envisages woman as a source of peril, and the first sexual 
relation between him and a woman remains surrounded with the aura of 
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danger. Thus Freud, the civilized, modernized man of science, does not differ 
OBsentially in his feelings towards woman from the tribal male who in some 
parts of Africa believes that if a woman steps over the leg of a man he becomes 
nexually impotent, or if he touches a woman during her menstrual period he 

lB liable to drop dead. . . 

If the fear of woman has left its imprint even on scientific thinking, the 

arts, and in particular literature, have also suffered from tills deep-seated 
malady. The panic that Freud experienced when faced with woman has its 
almost exact counterpart in Bernard Shaw’s emotional abhorrence for the 
female sex. In the area of literature, Shaw is not alone in his misogyny, and 
many are the kindred souls who share his feelings with enthusiasm. Among 
Arab writers I can cite the two prominent figures of Tewfik El Hakim and 
Abbas Mahmoud El Akkad. And Freud’s ideas about the passivity of women 
are reflected in Tolstoy’s works. Chekov, in turn, sang the praises of women’s 
Frailty and weakness in his story entitled My Love, just as Abbas Mahmoud El 
Akkad was enthralled with these ‘female qualities’ in his copious reflections 
on different aspects of Arab and Egyptian life: 

Women take refuge in sexual passivity and retreat, for nature has made of 
them a prize that is captured by the most powerful and competitive of 
males. A woman will wait until the most worthy of males succeeds m 
reaching her first, and then she will give signs of response, a response 
which is ambiguous in that it is composed of two contradictory but equal 
forces. On the one hand her freedom of choice, and on the other the logic 
of a situation forced upon her and in which she has no say. A perfect 
illustration is the behaviour of hens who patiently await the outcome of 
the struggle between cocks, or yield to the will of the male without 
appearing as though they really wish to resist. 

Singing the praises and virtues of passivity in woman as an expression of 
her fundamental nature inevitably leads to an attack on any positive traits or 
strength she may show, since these are considered as contradictory to her 
innate characteristics and to the very qualities which make of a woman what 
she is. A positive and strong woman is necessarily an abnormal person or a 
freak of nature, and merits vilification or hatred, or at least a measure of 

criticism and sarcasm. ^ _ 

Man’s hatred towards strong and positive woman is so great that he projects 

on to her all the ancient fears that he has carried through the ages in the 
deepest recesses of his own self. Thus it is that strength and character in 
women were considered an irrefutable evidence of evil, deceit, hypocrisy, 
cunning, obscure designs, readiness to do harm, satanic attraction and seduct¬ 
iveness, sorcery and devilry. . , 

If, as Abbas Mahmoud El Akkad says, woman is passive, waits upon man s 
will, and responds to him with equal measures of freedom of choice and 
absolute submission, how is it that another Egyptian author, Zaki Mubarak, 
sees in her the she-devil who leads him astray and causes him to fall from t e 
high pedestal on which he proudly stands to the lowest depths of the pit, or 
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that Ibn Mokafa’a, the Arab thinker, considers her capable of absconding I , 
with man s mind, his wealth, his poise and his majesty? How can her natural i 
and innate passivity be transformed in the twinkling of an eye into a strong 
active and positive attitude, as happened in the case of Pharaoh’s wife who trie/ 
to seduce Joseph? The beautiful woman offered herself to him upon which he 
cried out to God: ‘My Refuge and Protector, God who hast chosen the best : 
resting place for me.’ Were it not for the fact that he was given the evidence : 
of God s Almightiness, and that he was one of God’s loyal servitors, he would 
no doubt have succumbed to her charms and fallen into evil doing and sin. 8 

Man had, in fact, put himself in a tight corner when he decided that woman 
was innately passive. From then on, any sign of being positive on her part had:t( 
be considered as some obscure machination, or desire to do harm, or sign of 
cunning, hypocrisy and deceit. Arab literature was therefore replete with 
women characters so full of cunning that man was in mortal danger if he 
\ approached them. They are depicted as adept at manipulating the arts of ! 
conspiracy, deceit and female seduction. El Akkad in person falls a victim to 1 
his own logic. He maintains that woman is a passive being, and then a few 
lines later passionately proclaims that she has particular capacities for doing 
harm and a natural leaning towards the worst kinds of deceit which are 
peculiar to the feminine self. ‘Feminine deceit can be rightly considered a 
deceit characteristic to woman, for it is related to one of the traits of feminine 
nature which we find in all societies. It is neither imposed by custom nor by 
law, and it does not desert woman at any time, irrespective of what she 
herself wishes or wills.’ 4 

El Akkad is intent on pursuing his logic so far, and with such fierceness, 
that he even wants to deprive women of the capacity to be willingly deceitful 
or cunning, and repeats what his forefathers among the thinkers and philo¬ 
sophers did when they stripped Eve of her positive role in evil and maintained 
that whatever evil deeds she was accused of were not the result of her own 
volition and choice, but a mere reflection of Adam’s will or God’s wishes and 
designs. 

In Arab literature there have been many writers who were well-known for : 
the deep-seated enmity and hatred they bore for women. Examples of these 
are El Ma’ari, El Akkad, and El Hakeem. El Akkad was described as the ‘arch 
enemy of woman’ and his hatred for the female sex was clearly reflected in 
many of his writings, and surpassed in its intensity the cold-blooded enmity 
evinced by his master Schopenhauer. El Akkad described woman as remaining 
an over grown child in all phases of her life, with many of the characteristics 
which in his opinion are usually associated with children such as rashness, 
immaturity of mind, a tendency to imitate others and to depend on them, to 
be fickle and capricious, and given to lies and hypocrisy. He believes that 
these characteristics are the vestiges of a natural savagery and primitiveness 
which the passage of thousands of years has not been able to mitigate or to 
.refine. 5 

But El Akkad, almost in the same breath, upholds diametrically opposed 
ideas. Under his pen we see this creature that has not come of age, this 
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Immature child, this passive hen transformed suddenly into a force more power¬ 
ful than any other. It is in this light that he portrays woman in his novel Sarah 
'She is the force by which all living things in the universe and in the human 
being express themselves.’ 6 To the author this force is so powerful, crushing 
and unjust that it differs in no way from that of a tyrannical state. In one of 
his poems he expresses his feelings as follows: 

My beloved, how cruelly unjust you are 

And how great is my woe 

Your empire is overpowering 

But you utter not one word to explain. 

The greatest tyranny a man can suffer 
Is the tyranny which he himself allows. 

I You wound me to the depths 

And yet I kiss the hand that holds the cutting edge. 

The worst pain that a man can bear 
1 Is the pain in whose hurt he finds pleasure and joy. 7 

I 

Here is an example of how hatred can turn into a love passion, into an un¬ 
healthy sentiment that finds pleasure in cruelty, injustice and pain, into 
masochistic love that accepts humiliation, and grovels and crawls, and even 
lasses the hand that inflicts punishment and plunges a dagger into the heart of 
the lover. 

The masochistic Akkad, however, soon undergoes a metamorphosis and 
becomes a violent sadist, full of aggression against woman. A female for him 
must be harshly dominated by man. He must rule over her without mercy, 
and ensure that he does not fall captive to her fitna and her beauty. The beauty 
of a woman in his opinion is not a genuine beauty, it has no integrity of its 
own, and is not free in its flight, because it depends for its existence on being 
appreciated by man. A man alone is free because he is totally independent. 

His existence as an entity does not depend on anyone else, and therefore real 
beauty is the beauty of man. The beauty of woman is in fact only ‘an 
ugliness.’ 8 

Akkad’s enmity and sadism towards woman goes so far that he not only 
‘gives himself the right to inflict pain and suffering on women, and to betray 
them, but also calls upon other men to do the same. His poems reflect very 
accurately the rather perverse feelings and designs he has on women with lines 
like: ‘You are to blame if you desire for women, what was not even the intent 
of her creator.’ And ‘Betray her! And never be loyal or truthful to hen Only 
thus will you be really sincere to what is most important and essential in her.’ 

Akkad means that it is only through betrayal that a man can reach a 
woman’s heart and gain her love. For woman, according to him, is only loyal 
to a betrayer and only loves him who feels hatred towards her or abandons 
her. She never says yes unless she means no. Woman is slippery, cunning, 
lying, her fabric is woven of deceit and a desire to do harm. 

The Koran in describing women says: ‘Their treachery is indeed great.’ 
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Akkad goes on to explain that to do harm to others, to weave conspiracies, 
and to deceive is part of the nature of woman and constitutes her weapons in 
the face of a man, irrespective of whether that particular man bears hatred or 
love for her in his heart: ‘It is no use heaping blame and recriminations on her, 
for she will not deviate from her course. Love of deceit is her nature. It is her 
shield of protection, the coating of her make-up, and a mental exercise that ■ 
gives her life and vitality. Deceit is the weapon of her conspiracies used against 
friend and foe alike.’ 10 

Sadism and masochism are two faces of the same coin, and therefore it is 
not surprising to find substantial doses of both in Akkad’s writings and poetry.' 
However, he attempted to exaggerate the sadistic and aggressive aspects of his 
attitude towards women, probably as a compensatory mechanism born of a 
secret inferiority complex and as a tendency more in keeping with the outer 
form of an inflated, yet hollow masculinity. With him they become a 
tyrannical domination, a fierce though impotent desire to rule over women. 

For his purpose he drew widely from the Koran, and based himself on the 
passages that make men responsible for women and superior to them since j 
with women it is not reason that controls their lives, nor a strength of will, and! 
an incisiveness of opinion. 11 

Among the male authors I have read, both in the West and in the Arab 
world, irrespective of the language in which they have written, or of the region 
from which they have come, not one has been able to free himself from this 
age-old image of women handed down to us from an ancient past, no matter 
how famous many of them have been for their passionate defence of human 
rights, human values and justice, and their vigorous resistance to oppression 
and tyranny in any form. Tolstoy, with his towering literary talent and his i 
denunciation of the evils of feudal and bourgeois Russian society, when 
speaking of women found nothing better to say than: ‘Woman is the instru¬ 
ment of the devil. In most of her states she is stupid. But Satan lends her his 
head when she acts under his orders.’ 13 

Arab literature is littered with the image of the she-devil, possessed of many 
faces: 

Sometimes when you look at her, you feel as though you are in the company 
of a playful child opening its innocent eyes with all the simplicity, astonish¬ 
ment and naivete of spontaneous nature, without artifice or deceit. Then, 
after a while, you look at her again, maybe on the same day, only to find 
yourself faced by an old and cunning creature who has exhausted her life in 
the daily practice of conspiracy hatched against other women and men. She 
laughs and presents to you a face that is meant for nothing else but passion. 
Then she laughs once more — maybe just a few moments later — and you 
are in the presence of a mind imbued with humour, and an intelligence 
sharp with sarcasm, a mind which is that of philosophers, and wits 
which belong only to those who have the experience of a long embattled 
life. 14 

In these ‘thoughts’ Akkad once more contradicts his contention that women 
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are devoid of a brain with which to think, and that men should therefore lock 
them up in the home between four walls for being creatures without mind or 
religious'piety or morals, ‘idolators who have never known what it is to 
believe.’ 15 

Akkad and other contemporary men of letters in the Arab world have not 
'travelled very far from the positions held by their ancestors hundreds of years 
bgo, nor does the image they paint of women differ much from the exotic 
Curves of the slave women heroines in the ‘classic A Thousand and One 
Nights. Woman continues to appear on the scene as a capricious vamp, a play¬ 
ful and beautiful slave, a she-devil imbued with cunning and capable of a 
thousand artifices, an explosive danger versed in all the arts of deceit and 
Conspiracy, a seductive mistress captivating in her passion. She is as positive and 
(dynamic as Satan and his evil spirits, wherever matters of sex and love are 
Concerned. Woman in all the aspects of the role she is made to play, whether it 
be that of a queen or a slave bought from tire market, remains a slave. She may 
be the daughter of a king, fighting with courage, while her lover shivers in fear, 
yet she will always be made to call him master, and to serve him, just as 
Mariam El Zanaria placed herself at the service of Nour El Dine. In most of 
the stories she is bought and sold, and thus the characteristics and behaviour 
of the slave become a natural part of her milieu and of her apparel. 16 

A Thousand and One Nights, throbs with hundreds of these captivating 
women creatures who use magic and sorcery to reach their lovers. Women cast 
a spell on their husbands so that they cease to be obstacles blocking the path 
of their desires. It is interesting to note that in this book sorcery is the . 
monopoly of these seductive beings versed in the secrets of conspiracy, intent 
on getting to where they wish to be, that is to their lovers’ arms. Sleeping 
potions, drugs, anaesthetics are all used by these women to send their 
husbands into a deep sleep and then slip away to another man’s bed. Thus 
the book has painted an image of women, with its own intrinsic logic and ^ 
therefore its own peculiar system of rituals, that serves to maintain and rein¬ 
force the image handed down from die past. This phenomenon repeats 
itself throughout A Thousand and One Nights, right from die tale of Sultan 
Mahmoud, Ruler of the Black Islands, at the begimiing of the first volume, 
through the almost endless nights to the story of Kamar El Zaman and his 
mistress in the fourth. Deceit, cumiing and conspiracy in A Thousand and 
One Nights are invariably associated with women, love and sex. 

Yet Shawahi and many of the other women mentioned in these tales in 
fact reflect the strong and positive Arab woman personality, who used to 
participate unhesitatingly in politics and war, carry her sword and put on her 
shield and fight in the front lines of the battle field. Such a woman was Hind 
Bint Rabia, mentioned earlier, who killed a number of Mahomet’s followers 
In the Battle of Ahad. That is why in A Thousand and One Nights a woman 
who fights is not portrayed as a Muslim, but rather as an evil old witch or 
sorceress. 

Just as some Arab women gained prominence in the fields of war, politics, 
and fitna > others became well known for their versatility, creativeness and 
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understanding in literature, the arts and the sciences. There were free women,) 
and also slave women, who reached a very high standing in these fields. Thus i j 
it was that El Rasheed was quite fond of marrying women who had sufficient! 
culture and presence of mind to give a wise answer to some philosophical , 
question, or to a problem of life that might arise, or who were sufficienctly 
versed in poetry to complete with grace and harmony an unfinished line or i 
stanza, or to compose a poem which won his admiration. In the tales of A ' ' 
Thousand and One Nights, such occurrences find a place in the form of news 
items, stemming from literary writings. 

Woman is at her best and most powerful when she takes on the form of a 
genie or spirit in A Thousand and One Nights. Men fall victims to her beauty 
and her spells, and go through great suffering and even torture to gain her i 
favours. ; 

The woman spirit or genie occupies a prominent place in these tales which , 
indicates that the power and strength of women remained an idea and a 
feeling deeply ingrained in the mind and emotions of the Arab peoples, and 
continued to be linked with the supernatural powers of genies, devils, sorcery, 
fltna and sex. However, woman in modern Arab literature has not taken on 
both the form and the substance of these genies. She has discarded 
the form and kept the substance. She is therefore human on the outside like ; 
the others, but intrinsically she has remained a genie, imbued with the same ! 
fundamental nature that leads her to practise deceit, to betray, to conspire 
against others, and to seduce them into her traps. Thus she belongs much more 
to the world of genies and spirits than to the world of human beings. Zaki 
Mobarak describes what he considers as being her characteristics when he says: j 
that women have a greater power to destroy men than Satan and all his devils i 
together. Akkad expresses the same view but attributes woman’s capacity for , 
destruction, betrayal and seduction to her innate weakness. Eve did not eat I 
of the forbidden fruit and tempt Adam to do the same for any other reason 1 
than the fact that her nature makes her yearn for all that is not allowed. As a ; I 
result of this fundamental weakness, she is given to seducing and to tempting j | 
others. For El Akkad the forbidden tree ‘symbolizes and embodies all that lies: 
within woman in the form of a desire to be subjugated, which breeds the ; 
pleasure she takes in rebellion, a capriciousness that gives birth to the pleasureJ 
of withholding herself, a suspiciousness and a tendency to doubt, a weak and 
inborn obstinacy, an ignorant curiosity, and an incapacity to resist and to over¬ 
come except by arousing passion, by exhibitionism and seduction.’ 17 

Tewfik El Hakim has been given the title ‘enemy of woman’. In this area he | 
has contributed thoughts very similar to those of El Akkad although they 
might differ in points of detail. In his story El Robat El Mokadass (The 
Sacred Bond), El Hakim portrays a woman who rebels against her life. How¬ 
ever this rebellion, according to the story, is not due to intellectual ambition, I 
or to a desire to do something worthwhile in her life, but rather to fill the 
emotional vacuum with which circumstances have afflicted her. The intellec¬ 
tual in this story, who in fact represents the author, maintains that woman no j 
longer has sufficient religious conviction or motives, and that his role is to 
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awaken her conscience and to bring her to realize what is fundamentally wrong. 
Hakim in bis turn describes woman as a creature who bears no loyalty or 
fidelity except to her ‘baser instincts’ and physical desires, and who behaves 
Very much like Akkad’s heroine, Sarah, taking not the slightest account of 
Religious, intellectual or social values. 

| No one can help feeling that both El Akkad and El Hakim carry within 
.themselves a conscious or unconscious fear, or even terror, of this feminine 
creature, endowed as she is with exceptional powers and sexual vitality, 
characteristics that are contained with difficulty inside the limits of conven¬ 
tional religious, moral and social values. For El Hakim, woman believes that 
pleasure and dissipation are her right and she speaks of this fact in terms that 
are full of the confidence and challenge, born of legitimate rights.’ 8 

Arab literature also reflects the concept of honour as related to virginity 
discussed in the first part of this book. In fact this concept has not progressed 
much from its earliest, most primitive and absurd forms. In his novel, Do’a 
ElKarawan, Taha Hussein describes this conventional attitude towards honour. 
The little girl, Hanadi, is slaughtered like a sheep by her maternal uncle, aided 
land abetted by the mother whom the author portrays as so weak that she is 
unable to protect her daughter and even participates with the uncle in the. 
killing. The uncle goes scot free, and nowhere is he looked upon as a criminal 
but rather as a man worthy of respect for defending the honour of his family. 
(An oft repeated Arab proverb says: ‘Shame can only be washed away by 
blood.’) The young engineer who is responsible for having sullied Hanadi’s ^ 
honour also.escapes punishment, and at the end of the novel is rewarded with 
the love of the victim’s sister, Amna. At the beginning, tire story revolves 
i around Amna’s desire to take revenge on the young man who was the cause of 
her sister’s horrible death. In her words: ‘there is now no way out of an 
1 inevitable struggle between us. The time will come sooner or later when we 
will know whether Hanadi’s life has been.taken without a price, or whether 
there still remains on earth somebody who is capable of avenging the blood 
that was spilt.’ 19 

Amna does not for one moment envisage taking revenge on her uncle 
whose hand held the knife that ended the life of her sister. The author in his 
; novel says of women that ‘they are a stigma that should be concealed, a ^ 

: horma that needs to be protected, and an ard 20 that has to be kept intact.’ 

! Taha Hussein, in this novel, sees woman as helpless once she has lost her ■ 
virginity, impotent when she decides to take vengeance on those who have 
wronged her, and reduced to nothing the moment she falls in love. She 
gravitates inertly within the orbit of man without weapons or power or 
strength or a will to do anything, even fending for herself. She is always a 
victim, destroyed, annihilated. She is annihilated by man, but also by a host 
of other tilings; love, hatred and vengeance, and a total subjugation to man 
that extends to all aspects of her life whether material, psychological, 
emotional or moral. On occasion Taha Hussein shows some sympathy to¬ 
wards woman, but his feeling is always that of the conventional Arab, the 
condescending mercy of the superior and powerful male who looks down 
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from his heights on the weaker and inferior female. He describes the sexual i 
struggle between Amna and the engineer, the male fighting with all the 
weapons and power at his disposal against the female who is conquered and i 
subjugated and broken in advance, a struggle which illustrates almost to per- , 
fection all the overtones of a sado-masochistic relationship in both the hero , 
and the heroine. 

Woman in the literary works of Naguib Mahfouz, perhaps the most well- 
known of contemporary Egyptian writers, remains ‘a woman’ whether poor or 
rich, ignorant or cultured. Throughout, she is fundamentally the same since 
her honour does not go further than an intact hymen and a chaste sexual life. 
In most cases, her downfall and the loss of her honour are brought about by 
poverty. This is perhaps a step forward since, before Naguib Mahfouz, male 
authors always brought about the perdition of their heroines through their 
baser instincts, their passions (in the sense of sexual desire), their female 
weakness, or the fact that they lacked a mind or brain. In contrast, for 
Naguib Mahfouz the sins of women are attributed to economic reasons 
(poverty). Nevertheless, his conception of honour remains the same and its 
kingdom stays concentrated in the limited area of the external genital organs. 

Although Naguib Mahfouz is progressive in so far as his views on social 
justice are concerned, his attitude and concepts in relation to woman do not 
differ much from those of his predecessors. He permitted her the right to 
education and work in support of the father or husband and as a contribution 
to the income of the family, on condition that she did not overstep the limits 
of morals and religion (morals in the sense of the patriarchal family), and the 
double standard prevalent in society where a man and a woman join in love or! 
intercourse, but where it is only the woman who is considered as having fallen, 
or been dishonoured. Mahfouz sometimes waxes enthusiastic and, in the words 
of one of his characters, calls for the construction of a socialist society and 1 
imagines a more humane and prosperous way of life: ‘The hope of being able 
to fulfil what he had dreamt of in his imagination, without transgressing the 
precepts of religion, brought a feeling of happiness to his heart.’ 22 

It was inevitable that Naguib Mahfouz should fall prey to insoluble contra-j 
dictions. He allows a woman to work and earn in society, and at the same time t 
denies her individual freedom. He permits her to love, yet stigmatizes her for j 
being a fallen woman if she really does. He considers marriage as the only j 
legitimate and permissible relation between a man and a woman, but when a 
woman thinks in terms of marriage he accuses her of conservatism, caution 
and an inability to love. One of his heroes, commenting on the desire of his 
girl to be betrothed to him, says: ‘She wishes to marry me, not to love me. 

This is the secret of her caution and her coldness.’ 23 He describes her on 
occasion as being an animal without brain or religious belief, and on others 
sees in her the source of all the power embodied in the things of this world. 

‘No movement emanates from a man unless behind it there stands a woman. 
The role played by woman in our lives is akin to that of the gravitational 
forces extending between the stars and the planets.’ 24 

Separation between love and marriage was one of the results of a concept 
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Inherited from the distant past that glorified el hob el ozri or romantic love, 
and that considered marriage, of which sex is a part, as relatively sinful. This 
led to the division of women into two categories: the female characterized by 
Seductiveness and sexual passion, and the mother pure, virtuous, virgin 
devoid of sex or passion. 

i Arab literature is threaded throughout with innumerable examples of these 
two opposing and contradictory categories of women. The mother symbolizes 
a great and noble love, whereas the female symbolizes a degraded kind of 
love. The sacred respect in which Arab men hold their mothers appears clearly 
In songs, poems, novels and culture. 

Most heroines’ hope in life is to legitimize their existence through 
(marriage. The woman’s world is limited to thinking of men and dreaming of a 
husband. After marriage, a woman is solely occupied with the art of keeping 
her husband. The mother trains her daughter to perfect this art and says to 
her: ‘You must be a new woman to him every day, a woman who is 

challenging, tempting and seductive.’ 25 

I The man who marries a working woman, one with a strong personality and 
|who is self-confident, is looked upon as being weak and dominated by his. 
wife. 26 He: Is depicted as having opposed Iris mother who always warned him 
against allowing his wife to go out to work. Naguib Mahfouz describes this 
husband as being a failure because he is leading a life in which decisions rest 

with the wife who has the upper hand. 

Naguib Mahfouz depicts the woman, Rabab, as bearing no real love for her 
husband and of nurturing a passion for another man. She betrays her husband 
with her lover and the author does not forgive her, but makes her die during 
i an abortion. 

| For man, the feminine woman represents danger and an ancient fear, both 
'relatedto sex. He therefore wishes her to be pure like his mother, in other 
words not a female, and as passive and weak as an angel child. At the same 
time he harbours a burning desire for the female. Her seductiveness and her 
! charms captivate him, yet he is afraid of these qualities because when faced 
by them his resistance collapses. 

Most contemporary Arab writers manifest an undisguised hatred towards 
I bold and emancipated women. The hero of one of Abdel Hamid Gouda El 
Sahar’s books feels disgust when he sees his beloved, Kawsar, wearing a 
bathing suit: ‘His blood raced hotly through his head and he was seized with 
a feeling of impatience and disgust. She appeared to him shallow and 
abhorrent.’ 27 

Most stories and novels depict the conservative type of man, overcome 
with repulsion when faced with an educated woman who mixes freely and 
dances with men. Yet, at the same time, he is overcome by an equal if not 
greater repulsion when in the presence of a woman whose face is hidden 
behind a veil or who comes from a poor family and is liable to be led astray 
because of her poverty. The educated emancipated woman, however, falls 
lower than any other in his eyes just because she is liberated. Tom on all sides 
by these conflicting forces, his defences completely collapse and he ends up 
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in a state of confusion: ‘He felt as though everything had collapsed around him, 
and struck out blindly on to the road, like one who was lost. Deep down 
inside of him was the feeling of being surrounded by a strange and alien world:’ 2 * 

Arab men are becoming more and more insecure and confused with the I 
increasing number of women seeking, and finding, employment outside the i 
home, and participating actively in the life of society. This movement away ! 
from domestic imprisonment has taken on momentum, especially after the 
spread of socialist ideas to the Arab countries. Arab literature has started to 
reflect this growing tendency and the conflicts and problems arising from it. 

Men tend to support the idea of women seeking a career or a job, and looking 
for work in order to earn money; but for them this remains simply a help in 
shouldering the financial responsibilities of the family, and ought to be only 
a secondary function for the wife whose main role is to look after her husband 
and children. The ideal woman in novels is still the beautiful, quietly angelic 
and obedient female, who does not show any particular boldness or ambition. 
The perfect woman is as pure, and as sweet, and as gently unassuming, as she 
ever was. A woman with courage or ambition, with eyes wide open, and who 
shows audacity and strength, is still considered ugly, repulsive, coarse and 
vulgar. In other words she symbolizes the prostitute, the fallen and degraded . 
female. c 

The division of women into two separate categories is very clear in the - 1 

works of Naguib Mahfouz and particularly in his famous Thoulathia (Trilogy) ; 

In this novel we have the character of the pure and virtuous Amina and her 
opposite pole, the prostitute Hania Om Yaseen. Other characters are the j ■ 
beautiful, shy and timid Aisha whose counterpart is the ugly, bold and brazen i 
Khadiga. The novel also portrays two kinds of love, romantic love or hob ozri j 
where sanctity and purity reign supreme, and on the other hand the passions. j 
of sex and sensuality, forbidden and sinful, as embodied in the lives of I 

prostitutes and degraded sluts. ! 

Arab writers have therefore borrowed from the categorization of women 
institutionalized by the patriarchal system. For, in this system, a woman ' 
belongs either to the category which is composed of sacred pure mothers and ! 
frigid, chaste, respectable wives, or to that which groups together the prostitute 
and the mistress, women who are warm, pulsating, seductive, but despised. | 

Naguib Mahfouz tried to use sexual aggression against women as a symbol i 
of aggression against a nation or people. On the very same night that Yaseen ! 
chooses to violate his' wife’s black girl servant, the father forces their neighbour 
Om Mariam, to sleep with Mm, while the British troops march into the district' 
of Cairo in which he lives. But despite this symbolism, at the individual level i 
the honour and integrity of women remains for Naguib Mahfouz a totally i 
different thing to that of men. The honour of women is preserved or lost 
depending upon the type of sexual relations which they have with men, rather 
than on the other aspects of their life. 

It is ironic, then, that the woman prostitute plays a much more important ! 
role in Arabic literature than that which is accorded to the pure and virtuous 
woman. It is as though purity and virtue are not attractive enough to evoke 
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I interest, whether in real life or in the stories of men and women conjured up 
|by an artist’s imagination. The prostitute seems to symbolize real woman, 
j woman without a veil or a mask. She is real woman for she has lifted the mask 
I of deceit from her face and no longer feels a need to pretend that she is in 
love, or to simulate virtue and devotion. 

Contemporary Arab literature is crowded with these prostitute figures. 

1 This is particularly the case in the novels of Naguib Mahfouz who is very fond 
I of enveloping Ms prostitute characters in ‘mists of humanity’ which are the 
; vapours of his superior soul, tempered with kindness and socialistic ideas. 

| Circumstances for Mm are the cause of what befalls these women. However, 

' Ms understanding of their situation has not moved from a superficial analysis 
; of their social conditions to a deep and sensitive realization of the tragedy 
i women are made to live, or a profound understanding of the real factors that 
; have made them victims of unrelenting injustice. 

1 Arab authors and men of letters, whether in the past or in the present, have 
not been able to penetrate the crucial area of sexual and moral tragedy in the 
| life of women, and have therefore been incapable of expressing any tiling 
, really worthwhile on the subject.' 
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PART 4 

Breaking Through 

I 

I 

18. Arab Pioneers of 
Women’s Liberation 


■ The eastern wing of the Arab world is characterized by its having been the 
birthplace of the most ancient civilizations known in history, namely those of 
Egypt, Babylon and Mesopotamia. These civilizations, and in particular 

' Ancient Egypt, were the source of a cultural heritage which the currents of 
> progress carried to Western Europe, and which became an inspiration and a 
| source of knowledge to the further development of the arts and sciences by 
| those Western men and women who took over the torch of human discovery 
5 arid carried it further along the way. In turn, the Arabs were the initiators and 
\ the instruments of vast and dynamic changes which, after the establishement 
I of the Islamic empire, were carried as far as Spain in the West and Indonesia 
in-the East. Yet, despite all these profound and important contributions to 
the history and development of human civilization, the Arab countries and 
peoples are now classified among the backward or developing countries and 
are grouped with a major part of the earth’s population under the term 
, ‘Third World’. 

The forces of imperialism which hurled themselves in successive waves on 
- the Egyptian river valley and the Arab countries were able to plunder many 
( of their material and cultural riches, to conceal many historical truths and 
, facts, and to distort or falsify the contributions that great Arab thinkers and 

■ savants have made to the cause of human progress and to laying the foun-. 
dations of important areas in science and art. Thus it is that the contributions 
of men like Ibn Seena (Avicenna) and Ibn Khaldoun have remained almost 
unknown, not only in the West, but also in the East. 

| The Arab countries today are the arena of a continuing struggle carried on 
[' by neo-colonialism, a struggle waged with no respite on all fronts, be they 
j. economic, political, social or cultural, and in which all its forces and weapons 
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are utilized. The natural resources and riches of these countries are still mainly; 

I the preserve of imperialism and giant multinational corporations which pump ; j 

f out of these lands whatever they may have to offer. The vast majority still ' ; 

suffer from poverty, disease and ignorance, and little change has been brought j 
pto their lives. Every day they watch the riches of their land, of the earth upon : ' 

■J which they walk and which is theirs, being drained away so that wealth can 

j accumulate in almost unimaginable amounts in the hands of an infinitesimal 
/ minority who wield economic power in America and Europe, and the small 
number of Arab rulers who continue to co-operate with them. 

The Arab peoples, whether men or women, have continued to resist the 1 
forces which deprive them of their right to 1 a human and peaceful existence. 

Time and again they have risen up in revolt to overthrow reactionary rulers 
or fought to expel foreign invaders, whether from Persia, Turkey, France, 

Britain, or America. ’ , 

Over the years Egypt has remained the heart of the Arab world due to its 
strategic position, the size of its population and its long his tory of resistance 
against colonialism and imperialism. Very often it has played a leading revo- \ 
lutionary role in the political struggles of the Arab countries, and also acted ■ > 
as a cultural centre of primary importance. 

Egypt and the Arab world lived tfubugh many a dark decade, especially 
during the 19th century. The conditions of its people regressed visibly. The 
rulers of the country, in close co-operation with British and French imper¬ 
ialists imposed heavy burdens upon them in all areas of life whether economic, 
political or cultural. Woman’s lot, as usual, was the worst since she had to \ 

support the double load of a patriarchal as well as autocratic class system. j 

However, extending through the second half of the 19th century, the ' 
people’s resistance to foreign and local domination was mounting steadily, j . 
despite periods of retreat. This was accompanied by a vigorous reawakening 
and enlightenment in the areas of philosophy and political thought and j 

knowledge. Gamal El Dine El Afghani was one of the notable pioneers and \ \ 

leaders of this awakening. Together with a group of his disciples, he played a j 
prominent role in propagating progressive ideas on many important issues. One j . 
of his disciples, Ahmed Fares El Shidyak, published a book called One Leg j 
Crossed Over the Other in 1855. This is considered one of the First books 
written in support of women’s emancipation. Another leading thinker was j 
Rifa 3- Rail i El Tahtawi who insisted on the need to educate women and 
liberate them from the numerous injustices to which they were exposed. His 
two books, A Guide to the Education of Girls and Boys published in 1872 1 

and A Summary Framework on Paris published in 1902, are considered mile- j 
stones as far as the cause of women is concerned. i 

These pioneers campaigned widely for a popular Arab movement against i 
imperialism, and called upon the Arab people to fight relentlessly against all 
the limitations imposed upon their independence and freedom. Their patriotic ! 
and enlightened ideas led them to realize that the cause of women’s emanci- j 
-•pattern was one of the crucial fronts in the struggle against backwardness, j 

^ foreign colonialism, and internal reactionary forces. 
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Among the well-known leaders in this intellectual and cultural awakening 
were Abdallah Nadeem and El Sheikh Mohammed Abdou, both of whom 
.contributed in a very substantial manner to the progressive trends in Egypt 
jand the Arab countries. Sheikh Mohammed Abdou wrote on numerous 
j occasions criticizing the inferior position allotted to women and vigorously 
I attacking the practice of marrying several women and divorcing them without c 
restraint, both of which were considered the natural right of men. He also 
i campaigned for the abolition of concubinage and women slaves, and upheld 
j the principle of equality between women and men as being the essence of 
' Islamic values. 

! As a result of these ideas, Sheikh Mohammed Abdou was exposed to 
virulent attacks launched against him by the religious authorities and thinkers 
of the time. But he did not retreat or hesitate to continue propagating Iris 
ideas. He maintained that one of the most important sources of the weakness 

■ and passivity which had assailed the Arab peoples was the backwardness of 

■ women, since they have been deprived of knowledge and assiduously kept 

| away from its‘sources, in contradiction to what is required and necessitated. , 

1 both by life and religion. This has been done by constructing an almost 
: impenetrable wall around them. In one of Iris speeches at the Islamic 
Charitable Association, he said: ‘We wish that our daughters should be edu¬ 
cated. For Allah the Almighty has explained “To them are due the same good 
deeds that we expect from them.” There are many sacred verses that repeat 
the same idea, and clarify that both man and woman share in fulfilling the 
same duties towards life and towards religion. To leave our girls a prey to 
l ignorance, and taken up with stupid pursuits, is indeed a great crime.’ 1 
i One of the most important books dealing with the question of women’s 
' emancipation is entitled Tehrir El Mara ‘a (Liberation of Women). It was ^ 
j published in the year 1900 and its author was Kassim Ameen. In 1911 he 
I followed it by a second book entitled El Mara’a. El Guedida (The New Woman). 
Kassim Ameen insisted on the need to educate woman so that she could pro¬ 
tect the family and bring up her children in a better way. He based himself 
strictly on the teachings of Islam and in no way infringed upon them, yet he 
became the target of violent accusations levelled against him by the religious 
authorities and thinkers of El Azhar University, These men were important 
' pillars supporting the rule of the Khedive Ismail, a rule that involved a 
; barbaric exploitation of the Egyptian people and a tyranny supported by the 
colonial powers. Kassim Ameen was also exposed to the disapproval and anger 
! of the Khedive himself, and was attacked by politicians of the time, including 
; the national leader, Mostapba Kamal, who wrote an article in the newspaper 
El Lewa in 1901 opposing Kassem Amin’s ideas about the emancipation of 
women. As a matter of fact, despite its rather ambiguous patriotic colours, 

El Lewa was very often the mouthpiece of .orthodox reactionary leaders and 
thinkers. During the same period, Abdel Hameed Khairi published his book, 
Solid Arguments in Answer to Kassim Ameen, in which he resolutely opposed 
the idea of women’s liberation. Similarly another author, Ahmed El Boulaki, 
wrote a treatise entitled The Pleasant Companion Exposing the Dangers of 
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r Women’s Liberation. ; 

v However, Ahmed Lotfi El Sayed and the group of men who co-operated ' | 
with him expressed the progressive ideas of their generation in the newspaper, 

.El Gareeda. He vigorously supported the campaign in favour of women, and 
was joined in this effort by Waley El Dine Yakan, Saad Zaghloul (later the 
national leader of Egypt after the First World War), Mohammed Hussein ; 
Heikal, Taha Hussein and Salama Moussa, 2 Mostapha Fahmy, Farag Antoun, 
Aluned El Zayat and Mostapha El Manfalouti. The newspapers, ElManar (The 
Lighthouse) published by Rasheed AJi Rida 5 , AlMoktataf and AlHilal, opened ! 
their columns to articles on women’s liberation. 1 

Arab women participated right from the beginning in this struggle for the 
w emancipation of women. Among these pioneers was Aisha El Taymouria who 
composed literary works and poems in Arabic, Turkish and Persian. She was 
‘"followed by Zeinab Fawaz who built a reputation for poetry and eloquence. 

A third was Malak Hefni Nassef who became famous as BahissatEl Badia (the 
Searcher in the Desert) (1886-1918). She wielded her powerful pen in defence 
of women’s rights. She was a contemporary of Kassim Ameen, but her writings 
were considered as a development of Rifaa El Tahtawi’s ideas which she 
considered reformist, whereas Kassem Ameen supported them as being a call 
to women’s liberation. 3 Malak Hefni Nassef was such a talented writer that 
Lotfi El Sayed described her works as being a true example of those women 
authors who have surpassed many of the men writers living during the same 
period. 4 She was a consistent fighter for the right of girls to education. 

Another notable pioneer among women writers was May Ziada. She was 
able, despite the very strict and reactionary orthodoxy prevalent at the time, j 
to establish a literary salon in Cairo during the years 1915 and 1916. Numer- ! 
ous Arab and Egyptian thinkers, men of letters and writers used to attend the ! 
literary debates she was accustomed to organize every Tuesday. She was only j | 
twenty years old, yet because of her mature and brilliant mind the old vener- j 
able generation of thinkers and writers in Egypt gathered arouhd her salon. j 
May Ziada lived in Egypt, but her mother originated from Palestine and her' 
father was Lebanese. Her young age and her parentage were both handicaps, j 
but nevertheless she was able to impose her personality on literary circles in j 
Egypt, to mix and talk freely with men, and to correspond regularly with 
them at a time when the veil still hung heavily over the faces of many 
Egyptian women in the same sector of society. j 

Her life ended in tragedy, a true reflection of the cruelty, loneliness and I ' 

difficult problems that surround an intelligent, sensitive and gifted woman : 

living in a man’s society where females are looked upon as receptacles for the j 
development of the embryo or as bodies designed for male pleasure. She was ex¬ 
posed to a severe emotional crisis as a result of her love for Abbas Mahmoud El'. 
Akkad, the Egyptian writer mentioned above. Their relationship was a failure and 
a severe shock to her, largely as a result of his backward, complicated and confuso 
attitude towards women. Once their relations were severed, she lived in terr¬ 
ible lonliness despite the fact that many men were courting her favours. Shej 
was looking for a man who could understand her as a human being, and as a' 
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a mind and heart, rather than as a body to be desired and used. But she was 
never to find such a man. 

No one could understand her tragedy, her sadness, and the reason for her 
withdrawal into solitude. Her parents and relations accused her of madness, 
and insisted on her being admitted to the Asfouria Hospital for Mental Diseases 
in Lebanon. As she stepped over the threshold, she looked around her and 
then said quietly, ‘Could they not find a more dignified prison for me than 
| this one?’ 5 She begged the hospital authorities to let her leave, and went on 
hunger strike time and again. This situation continued for several months until 
a committee of eminent doctors was commissioned to examine her. The 
report was written by Dr. Martin, a Frenchman, and it categorically affirmed 
that she was completely free of illness, whether physical or mental. But the 
hospital authorities still refused to discharge her, on the pretext that she was 
in need of care to improve her health, before leaving. 6 

1 May Ziada’s life ended in a small flat in Cairo where she died while still in 
! the freshness of her youth, with no one by her side, abandoned, misunder¬ 
stood. She left behind her writings, poems, paintings and the lectures she had 
delivered in Egypt and Lebanon about literature, art and the emancipation of 
i women. An exceptional talent and a gifted artist, she was rewarded for her 
genius by loneliness, accusations of madness and an early death. 

May Ziada’s fate, in all its sadness and cruelty, is no different from the fate 
of any woman who is a pioneer and who tries to change the attitudes and 
behaviour of society towards women. It is no different from that of the 
intelligent and even brilliant women (wise witches or sorceresses) who were 
; tortured and burnt in the Middle Ages, accused of madness or sin or witch- 
! craft. Nor is it any different to the fate of many clever and gifted women, 

: whose only reward for their outstanding qualities is terrible loneliness or 
i accusations of abnormality, hysteria or madness. 

In agricultural societies such as Egypt, the vast majority of women have 
; toiled in the fields, side by side with men, for thousands of years. The economy 
of the country and its production therefore depend on the sweat of peasant 
men and women. Were it not for the fact that rural women leave their homes 
every day before sunrise, it would not be possible for the men who oppose 
women’s emancipation to have their morning meal. Yet, in Arab societies, 
there are still a large number of men who do not agree to women going out to 
i work or being educated. Their argument is that, if a woman leaves her house 
to engage in such activities, she will lose her femininity — and probably her 
chastity and honour too. 

These arguments are always brandished whenever we come to the question 
of woman’s work in a patriarchal and class society. Such societies do not per¬ 
mit woman to work outside the home except for the purpose of exploiting 
her even more atrociously, since in most cases she is an unpaid hand whose 
labour is forthcoming as a free part of the total family effort. This is the case 
of rural women who work in the fields as an appendage of the father, the 
husband or the brother, and under their control. Another example is that of 
female labour in the factories, where recourse is had to women if there is a 
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scarcity of labour, as happens during wars, or in the early stages of industria- | 
lization, or when the capitalist or the State desires to have the same work done 
for a lower wage. Very often, especially in the so-called developing countries, ■ 
child labour is also drawn upon as a part of the family effort in the fields, to 
r do specific jobs like harvesting or fighting against pests, or in cities to increase ’ 

■ family income by being engaged in a small workshop or trade. In all cases the 
. woman or the child, whether at home or at work, is under the absolute 
l authority of men. 

Arab women first penetrated into the factories after the First World War 
when there was a rapid drop in the availability of male-lab our. The Arab 
countries, like other countries of the world, were obliged to engage female 
labour in order to ensure that the factories did not close down, and that the 
machines continued to turn at the required speed. A contributing factor to 
the need for female labour was that imported goods became scarce and had to 
be replaced by locally manufactured articles. This led to an expansion of 
industry in many countries and a subsequent demand for more labour. 

These opportunities for employment naturally first attracted those who 
were poor and needy among the women and girls. For in the poorer classes of 
society, where people face a. continuous struggle in order to obtain their daily 1 
j bread, people cannot afford to be sensitive about traditions and social 
] customs. The barriers of society and old values therefore collapse before the 
need for food. A man who belongs to the working or poor peasant class is 
forced to buy a loaf of bread to feed himself, rather than a veil with which to 
cover his wife or daughter’s face. Poverty will force him into sending his wife, 
his daughter or his sister to work as a servant in a house where there may be 
many men, or as a factory hand where she stands side by side with men for 
/ long hours of the day. He cannot in these circumstances allow himself to think' 
j too deeply about the traditions and moral codes which prevent the sexes 
• from mixing freely. i ; 

That is why it is only women belonging to the middle or upper classes who ' 
have known what it is to wear a veil or to be imprisoned in their homes. For 
the economic need to send women folk out to work does not arise in such 
families. 

In Arab countries the poor classes represent the vast majority of the people. 
The feudal and capitalist classes, and the states which represent their interests,: 
have exploited the situation of the hungry and deprived to offer them the most 
r arduous and inferior of jobs for the lowest pay. Women and children, of course, 
l had the worst of the bargain and the conditions of work, the pay and the types 
of labour offered to them were right at.the bottom of the ladder, in the 
deepest of inhuman pits. The husband, after a day’s work would return to his 
home and rest, whereas the working woman had no time to rest. Once back, 
she had to look after the needs of her husband and her children. She is there¬ 
fore torn between her activities at the work place and her duties at home; 
constantly threatened with being discharged if she becomes pregnant, com¬ 
pelled to look after her child, once bom and faced with divorce if at anytime 
the husband feels that she is neglecting him and his home. 
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In Egypt the first census of women participating in the wage-earning labour 
;orce was taken in 1914. They were only 20,000 at the time, that is 5% of the 
;otal number of employees. In those days girls and women from poor families 
yere seeking jobs in large numbers in the factories and ginning mills. The .. , 
yorking day exceeded 14 hours, and the daily pay was around three piastres " 
jut sometimes dropped as low as 18 millimes. 7 However these few piastres 
ivere better than the hunger that threatened many families. There were no 
labour laws to enforce any health or safety standards to protect the women, 
md the sections in which they worked were always worse than those of the 
nen. The value of women was considered socially lower than that of men. In 
lddition they did not protest or struggle for better conditions, accustomed as 
they were to accepting humiliation and contempt. As a result of inhuman 
working conditions, long hours, exhaustion and inadequate nutrition a 
[Woman could not stand the pace at the factory for more than four or five 
years, after which she was no longer fit for anything. The owner of the 
(establishment would discharge her just as he would get rid of a worn out part, 
i-and she would be thrown out onto the streets to be replaced immediately by 
a young woman eagerly waiting at the gates of the factory for her chance to 
(earn a loaf of bread or a plate of lentils. 

i These poor unhappy women, exhausted in body and soul, whether at work 
or in their homes, were the first women to rebel in 20th Century Egypt, the 
first to strike and to occupy the premises of the factories, the first to demon¬ 
strate in the streets and demand that their human dignity be respected, the 
hours of work be shortened and determined by law, and maternal leave be 
I accorded for pregnancy and childbirth. In those days no maternal leave 
; whatsoever was allowed, and so a working woman, who had given birth to a 
1 child, would hasten to the factory on the following morning, lest she lose her 
job. Sometimes she would even hide the fact that she was married, since for 
! the employer this would often be enough reason to discharge her. Women who 
, were looking for jobs would never mention that they were married for young 
' unmarried girls were always preferred by the management. If a woman should 
: happen to become pregnant she would do everything to hide the signs as 
carefully as possible; as though she had committed some crime, or was bearing 
i an illegitimate child. In most cases she would try some primitive rural method 
1 of abortion, such as introducting the stalk of a vegetable called mouloukhia 
' into the cervix of the uterus. This very often ended up in her dying of 
haemorrhage or infection. 

During the same period women of the upper classes had started to form the 
! first women’s organization. These efforts bore fruit in 1923. However in view 
of their wealth, and the fact that they were isolated from the poorer classes, 
they knew nothing about the conditions of working women, and the inhuman 
exploitation which was their lot. One of the demonstrations organized by 
working women ended in a gathering at the premises of the new Women’s 
Federation, but the aristocratic leaders who were responsible for its activities 
paid no attention to the grievances of these poor women, and concentrated on 
the issue of abolishing the veil, which was unlikely to evoke much enthusiasm 
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amongst them since in any case the working women in factories and fields had 
never known what it was to wear a veil. 

Toiling women in the industrial areas and rural villages constituted the 
z female force that participated vigorously and effectively in the national revo- 
^ lution of 1919. They went out onto the rural roads, side by side with the men, 
cut the telephone wires and disrupted the railway lines in order to paralyse the 
movements of the British troops. Some of them participated in storming the 
improvised camps and jails in which many of those who had led the uprisings or 
participated in them had been imprisoned. Women were killed or injured when 
British troops fired on them. 

It was from the ranks of these toiling masses of women that the female 
martyrs of the 1919 national revolution came. Some of them are known, such 
as Shafika Mohammed who was killed by the British on the 14th of March 
1919, Hamida Khalil from Kafr El Zaghari Gamalia, 8 Sayeda Hassan, Fahima 
Riad and Aisha Omar. But hundreds of poor women lost their Eves without 
anybody being able to trace their names. 

The industrial workers and peasants played an outstanding and powerful 
role in the national uprising of 1919, but history and historians have devoted 
their efforts and concentrated the limelight on the leaders who were drawn 
from the ranks of the upper classes. Similarly little has been said about the 
masses of poor women who rushed into the national struggle without counting 
the cost, and who lost their Eves, whereas the lesser contributions of aristo¬ 
cratic women leaders have been noisily acclaimed and brought to the forefront. 

The poorer classes of Egyptian men and women did not gain much out of 
the revolution of 1919. They were fuel to its flames, burnt in the conflagration, 
consumed. The fruits of their sacrifices, the benefits of their revolutionary 
struggle went to the upper classes, just as the credit had gone to them before. 

What happened in the poHtical struggle against the British was repeated in 
the movement for women’s emancipation. The movement was not represent¬ 
ative of the overwheEning majority of toEing women, and its leadership ended, 
just as the poHtical leadership did, by seeking accommodations with the 
British, the Palace and the reactionary forces in the country. The women’s 
movement therefore became a pawn utilized to serve the interests of the 
palace and the reactionary parties. It kept away from an active involvement 
in the national and poEtical life of the country, and limited its activities to 
charitable and social welfare work. 9 

In 1923, as I mentioned briefly, Hoda Shaarawi founded the Women’s 
Federation. This organization succeeded in raising the age of marriage for girls 
to 16 years in 1924, but failed to make any changes in the laws related to 
marriage, divorce etc or to win for women the right to vote, despite the per¬ 
sistent efforts made by it under the leadership of Hoda Shaarawi and Cesa 
Nabarawi. Although 53 years have elapsed since the birth of the Federation, 
nothing has been achieved since it did not have the backing and active involve- 
- ment of women behind it. Marriage laws in Egypt until today still permit a man 
to divorce his wife whenever he wishes, and to marry several women. Some 
Arab countries, however, have moved ahead of Egypt and have developed 
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•their laws to ensure that they respond to the changing situation of Arab 
Women. As regards the vote, Egyptian women did not gain this right until the 
^constitution of 1956 was promulgated under Nasser’s regime. This was one of 
'the gains linked to the victory over the British, French, and IsraeE invasion of 
Egypt, the nationalization of foreign capital and a series of social gains for 
'the underprivileged classes. 

Egypt was not the only Arab country in which women participated actively 
-on the struggle against foreign imperiaHsm and internal oppression. Women all 
over the Arab world fought side by side with men in the struggle for national 
liberation'and social justice. In 1914 Syrian women joined the secret societies 
winch were opposing an attempt to change the administration and the life of 
the country so as to conform with the Turkish pattern. In 1919 Damascus 
witnessed the first women’s demonstration against French occupation, which 
was repeatedly fired upon by the troops. Once more, women participated in 
the revolutionary uprising of the Syrian people in 1925. Palestinian women 
in their turn have taken to arms side by side with men in the popular, resistance, 
against the IsraeE occupation of Arab lands. 

In Iraq, women played an important role against HnperiaEsm and the 
reactionary intrigues of the Royal Family, and have worked actively to acceler¬ 
ate the national and social transformation of the country. Iraqi women now 
enjoy equal poEtical rights with men and an Iraqi woman is always included 
as a Minister in the different Cabinets. 

In other countries, like Jordan, despite the severe curtailment of democratic 
liberties, and the constraints put on aH poEtical activity, at different periods 
women have organized their struggle on the various fronts of activity whether 
economic, poEtical or social. Many demonstrations have brought out thousands 
of Jordanian women who have courageously faced the poEce and armed forces 
in defence both of poEtical prisoners placed behind bars by King Hussein’s 
regime and of Palestinian guerriHas rounded up by poEce and many forces. 

Sudanese women have a fine tradition behind them. They were an impor¬ 
tant force in the Sudanese, national Eberation movement against the British, 
and were able to build up a strong and active Federation which had deep roots 
among urban and rural women and was known for its enHghtened and advanced 
stand on the crucial issues which affect the future of the Sudan and of Sudan- 
j ese women. Many Sudanese women have given their Eves for the cause of their 
people and for the emancipation of their sisters in the towns and villages. 

Fatima Ibrahim is a woman whom many wiH remember. 

In 1943 Lebanese women organized huge demonstrations in the streets of 
Beirut and other towns in protest against the arrest of the poEtical leaders of 
their country by the French authorities'. Algerian women, from all walks of 
life and in all spheres of activity, joined the ranks of the revolution against 
French occupation. The land of a milEon martyrs was also the land of hun¬ 
dreds of women martyrs and of female heroism even under the pain and 
humiEation of the most savage, inhuman and sophisticated torture which only 
Nazi-occupied countries and what was once South Vietnam have known. 

Gamila Abou Heraid and Gamila Abou Azza are only two amongst many others. 
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Palestinian women have maintained the same traditions and the same 
fighting spirit as their sisters in Algeria. The tribulations and misery of a people 
deprived of a home and a land for the last 30 years or so, and made to undergo 
untold oppression and injustice at the hands of the British even when their 
land had not yet been taken away, has produced generations of men and women 
steeled in the knowledge of sacrifice and the capacity to resist. Palestinian i 
women have crept under cover of night into Israeli-occupied land in many an '! 
armed raid aimed at keeping the notion of an Arab Palestine alive. They have 
organized covert resistance against the .military and administrative authorities, 
and participated by hundreds and thousands wherever it was possible to raise 1 
the banner of civil disobedience or to demonstrate in the cities and towns of 
Jerusalem, Nablis, Rafali, El Khalil and Bissan. 

Every day women and young girls volunteer to join the ranks of the 
Palestine Liberation Army, either in the armed forces or in the medical and 
social auxiliary services. They have lost everything, so what do they have to 
fear? The long list of martyrs could fill the pages of a whole chapter, but 
among the most well known are Leila Khalid, Fatima Bernawi, Amina Dahbour, 
Shadia Abou Ghazala and others whose intrepid stories will one day be listened 
to with passion by the coming generations of young girls and women. 

In every comer of the Arab world, women have protested, fought and 
resisted: in the Democratic Republic of Yemen and in Somalia where they have 
been given the same rights as men, and are working side by side with them to 
build a new society free of oppression and exploitation, and in Kuwait, Libya, 
Tunisia and Morocco where they have contributed with varying degrees of 
understanding, fortitude and self-sacrifice to the cause of human justice, 
freedom and peace for man and woman alike. In some of the Arab countries, 
women have gained new rights in society and within the family. New laws 
have been promulgated abolishing polygamy and according equal status to men 
and women as far as divorce is concerned. 

Women have been accorded the vote in most Arab countries. But, in spite 
of their new opportunities, very few are in l position to take advantage of 
v them and to participate in politics, or present themselves as candidates for 
tM’ elections. In Egypt the number of women who go to the polls does not 
\^exceed 0.53% of the total votes cast in the general elections! 

■ As time goes by, it is becoming clearer that the recognition of women’s 
J right to vote, or to take an active part in political life, does not on its own 
< make any fundamental change in the position of women who stand on the 
L, lowest rungs of society. Whether they throng to the voting booths or abstain, 
succeed in getting intb parliament or fail, the position of a woman belonging 
to the poorer classes of society does not improve except in very minor ways. 

She remains a prey to exploitation and oppression, a vassal to her husband 
and a prisoner of the class to which she belongs. Even when there is a strong 
women’s organization that can reap the benefits of new laws, and a sweeping 
movement towards social change, the progress that women can attain remains 
limited. 

In no country in the world has it happened that women have achieved 
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equal rights with men simply because they have been given their political rights. 
jAh the clamour of voices on radio, television and in public meetings, all the 
j;pral and written statements, all the clash of cymbals, the beating of drums and 
the floating of banners, all the throbbing speeches on democratic rights and 
jithe freedom of women cannot change the fact that, as long as feudalists, 
'.capitalistic'and paternalistic systems persist, the votes of women will very 
ioften be used against the real interests of women, in exactly the same way as 
the votes of the workers and peasants are very often used against their 
interests. 

The Egyptian Revolution of 1952 accorded to workers and peasants 50% 
of the seats in the National Assembly. But not one seat has been reserved for 
women. And despite the fact that worker and peasant representatives enjoy 
the privilege of wielding half the parliamentary voting power, in fact it is 
almost never the genuine and authentic representatives of the toiling masses 
who have been able to get themselves elected. Most often it is representatives 
of the upper classes who have been able to occupy the seats that are not theirs 
by right, in the name of the workers and peasants. A thousand subterfuges 
have been used to operate this conjuror’s trick. The definition of a worker or 
a peasant has itself been so elastic and fluid that it allowed those belonging to 
liigh'income groups to come forward disguised as workers and peasants. 

If a certain number of seats in the National Assembly were reserved for 
women, the result would probably be the same. Women of the upper classes 
who support the status quo would probably be elected, or perhaps some of 
the men might even disguise themselves as women and slink in to the female 
compound! 

Only with a strong militant organization, progressive and truly democratic 
parties, and a society where movements for social change are gathering 
momentum, can such measures bear fruit. In this sense, legal and political 
rights for women can be of value only if backed by a popular revolutionary 
movement. 

Despite the fact that in Egypt we have had a woman Cabinet Minister 
since 1962 and six women members of parliament, the vast majority of 
Egyptian women are still poor, ignorant, illiterate and riddled with disease,^-— 
and spend long hours of the day and part of the night toiling in the factories, 
offices, fields and homes. They live a life of exhaustion, inhuman and pitiless, 
a prey to the autocratic domination of a father, a husband, a brother, or any 
other male member of the family. Even the small minority of women, usually 
from the middle class, who have had a higher or university education are still 
prisoners of old traditions, exposed to the vagaries of the man or men in the 
family, and to the weight of a new burden, that of a full-time or part-time 
job with all the extra effort it entails. 

If the affairs of state or administrative power pass into the hands of women 
within the framework of a class society built on capitalism and of a patri¬ 
archal family system, men and women will still remain the victims of exploi¬ 
tation. If a woman President should replace Nixon or Ford or Carter in the 
United States, as long as the structure of society remains as it is, capitalism 


179 


















The Hidden Face of Eve 


/ will impose its exploitation, its expansionist aims and its aggressive policies, 
i and patriarchal values will dominate the life of women. When Golda Meir 
became Prime Minister of Israel, things remained the same for both men and 
women, and the policy of Israel continued to be that of aggressive imperialist 
Zionism. The fact that Bandaranaike was Prime Minister in Sri Lanka, or 
Indira Gandhi held the post in India has not abolished the patriarchal system 
or rescued women from the clutches of exploitation in society and in the 
home. 

The complete and real liberation of women, whether in the Arab countries 
or the West or the Far East, can only become a fact when humanity does away 
with class society and exploitation for all time, and when the patriarchal 
system with its values, structures and vestiges has been erased from the life 
and mind of the people. In other words, women can only become truly 
liberated under a socialist system where classes have been abolished and where, 
furthermore, the systems and concepts and laws of patriarchalism have been 
completely eradicated. 

These fundamental changes have not yet taken place in any of the countries 
of the world, including the Arab world or even the countries that have chosen 
the socialist path where, despite the fact that the situation of women has 
changed radically in many ways, the heritage of patriarchalism is fighting its 
last battles. 

The liberation of women, however, is now on the order of the day, and in 
every part of the world this movement is gathering an unprecedented 
momentum. 

Perhaps the most important steps taken by the Egyptian Revolution of 
1952 are those related to the establishment of a ceiling on landholdings, the 
drastic limitations put on feudal land ownership and feudal exploitation, as 
well as the nationalization of the banks, insurance companies and big corpor¬ 
ations. The National Charter promulgated on 21 May 1962 contains an 
extremely important provision of paramount significance not only for women, 
but for the whole of society: ‘There is an urgent need to abolish the remaining 
chains and constraints that severely limit the free action of woman, so that she 
may be enabled to participate with dynamism and effectiveness in building up 
anew life.’ 

Throughout the past period, since the beginning of the Revolution, 
increasing numbers of girls and women have sought education in the schools 
and universities, and an increasing flow of female labour has entered many 
\y areas of productive, administrative and service activity. Nevertheless, the 
chains have not been lifted from the majority of Egyptian women. 

'pie same situation prevails in other Arab countries where socialist slogans 
have been raised and socialist policies implemented, and where the national 
charters or laws underline the need to remove all obstacles that prevent 
women from participating freely in the life of society and that narrow down 
their chances of gainful and fruitful employment. This is true of the Sudan, 
Iraq, Algeria, Somalia, South Yemen and Syria. A consistent socialist policy 
would have required that all these countries’ governments promulgate, in 
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addition to economic legislation aiming at ensuring real social justice, a series 
of new laws and regulations governing the relationships between men and 
women, abolishing the dominion of men over women in all spheres of life, 
ensuring for women the exercise of all the economic, social, moral and 
personal rights enjoyed by men, and relieving women of the heavy burdens 
related to household chores and the bringing up of children. 

None of the Arab countries, however, have taken such steps. Some of them 
have put limitations on a man’s right to divorce or on his freedom to marry 
several wives. The laws related to marriage, divorce, parentage, inheritance 
find the charge of the children continue, however, to give the man a predom¬ 
inant position in almost all Arab countries. 

Arab women have gained new rights in society and the family as a result of 
the more enlightened position taken by some rulers and thinkers, as a reflec¬ 
tion of new economic and social necessities, and due to the increasing 
consciousness of women, their rising educational standards and increased 
participation in work and in earnings that are characteristic of new situations. 
.(But these changes have not affected the majority - the millions and millions 
of poor, toiling, illiterate women who continue to combine their arduous and 
exhausting tasks outside the home with the burdens associated with husbands 
and many children. Millions and millions continue to bow their heads in 
obedience to the laws of marriage and divorce. They continue subjected in the 
family and outside to the iron fetters of outworn traditions and double moral 
standards that outlaw the woman alone and punish her, and that cause girls 
and women to support alone the suffering of inhuman marriage relationships 
and the sexual anarchy and capriciousness of men. Millions of women go on 
enduring man’s thirst for more than one wife or mistress, the threat of divorce 
that hangs over their heads like the Sword of Damocles, the tragedies related 
to virginity, chastity, honour and circumcision, the fear of pregnancy and 
child bearing whether inside or outside of marriage, the problems and risks of 
illegal abortion, and even the worries of birth control which the man usually 
refuses to share. 

The problems of Arab women undoubtedly differ according to the class to 
which they belong. They become worse the lower the woman drops in the 
social scale. There is, however, an area of problems common to all women, 
namely that of marriage and divorce. The moment a woman marries she finds 
herself living under the shadow of what is known as the ‘common law’. And 
we can say without hesitation that, at least in Egypt, this law has not received 
the attention and concern it deserves, from any man or group of men associ¬ 
ated with the political leadership of ruling circles of the country, whether 
prior to or after the Revolution of 1952. It has always been, and to this day 
remains, the exclusive domain of government officials in the Ministry of * 
Social Welfare, or of a limited number of upper class women in their various 
organizations or groups. Moreover, some of the women leaders who have 
become members of the people’s assembly (the National Assembly or Parlia¬ 
ment) have assiduously kept away from discussions and activities related to / 
these laws. They thereby sought either to avoid the accusation of being / 
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narrow-minded and giving their attention to limited ‘women’s problems’ or 
did not have the courage to face the orthodox religious and reactionary forces 
strongly entrenched in many sections of society. Politicians, even those who 
claimed to be socialist in orientation, continued to lack the necessary serious¬ 
ness and understanding when faced with matters related to women’s liberation, 
or to the common law. They consider that questions dealing with relations 
between men and women have nothing to do with ‘higher politics’ or the 
‘great issues of society’. Yet they participate with enthusiasm in any electoral 
meeting, or trivial discussion in the socialist union, or in the people’s assembly, 
and throng eagerly to the receptions and parties so common in diplomatic life. 

And yet the ‘high politics’ of a country and the ‘great issues of society’ are 
not related to, and are never really settled in the meeting halls, corridors and 
salons for which these men and women have such a great predilection. They 
rest, in fact, with the small events and details of the daily life of millions and 
millions of men and women. They depend, for example, on our capacity to 
ensure that the peasants leave for their fields in the morning after having 
passed urine which is free of blood, since bilharzia has been calculated to cause 
an economic loss to the country equivalent to 50% of the national income. 
They depend on our capacity to provide each worker with a breakfast of 
cheese and foul (a bean with a high protein content) every morning before he 
or she leaves for his work, so that they can stand in front of the machine 
without undue fatigue. They depend on the husband not beating his peasant 
wife every day before she leaves for the field and making her a cripple, on 
women employees riding on public transport without being trampled under¬ 
foot or physically assaulted, on a wife being able to refuse sex with her 
husband if she is tired or ill, on the man caring sufficiently for his children 
and not escaping into the arms of another wife or mistress. 

These apparently small and trivial happenings of everyday life such as 
eating, urinating, having sexual intercourse, going out to work each morning 
and riding a bus or a tram, are the things that constitute society, a system and 
^ a State. They are the elements, the material of politics, of ‘higher politics’ of 
‘great issues’, of important battles and ringing slogans of human progress and 
civilization. Those who are involved in ‘politics’ and yet neglect such matters 
do not even know what the word politics means. For peasants cannot work 
and produce effectively if they suffer pain and lose blood every time they go 
to the toilet. A male or a female worker will be unable to produce with calm 
and efficiency unless sexually satisfied. A wife cannot be constructive and 
participate in the life of society if she is oppressed sexually and emotionally, . 
In other words, human beings in general cannot work and create and produce 
if they are not permitted to think freely and healthily about sex, experience 
it with depth, and practise it with understanding. When people think or feel 
or practise, there are always economic repercussions to the way in which they 
do these things. It is, therefore, not possible to separate the sexual and 
emotional life of people, and their economic life. Any separation is artificial 
and will lead to ideas that are incomplete, shallow and distorted. The history 
of the human race was not created by economic activity alone as some 
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socialists seem to believe, nor by sexual instinct and sexual relations alone as 
|lie Freudians tend to uphold, but by an equal combination and interrelation 
both, in which each of the two stands at the same level and possesses the 
lame importance. 

f Taking an interest in the cause of women’s liberation or in the common 
laws of marriage and divorce will not, therefore, reduce the prestige of the 
Socialist politician or make out of him a person of minor value. On the 
contrary, one of the essential criteria by which a true socialist can be judged 
Is his attitude towards women, and towards the cause of their liberation. The 
more socialist a person is, and the more human, the greater will be his or her 
preoccupation with the situation of women. | 

A change in the law is not sufficient to bring about real liberation. Any 
law can remain a few dead words unless the necessary cultural, political and i 
organizational efforts are made among tlie people so as to ensure a radical \j 

change in the institutions which govern the life of men and women, and in 
particular the abolition of the patriarchal system and the traditions and values ! 
it has maintained. * 


; 4 > 
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19. Work and Women 


\F° r thousands of years, society ha s impri^xi.e.d-woman.witbinihe.foujc.walls 
o fTHe home and 'entrusted KeTwIthlhe' fu nction of serving;Jhe£amily, the 
husband and th e~5hHren, free of charge exhep TrorTTer food, I'le.r-r.lniliRq and 
a rhof~oveT~lg f~headl i Tire excep-ti ons to this rule ha vejfll alrmp been women 
workers, peasants, servants and slaves. A woman who was constrained to hve 
within-the"c'anfihes ofTKeThome never went out unless there was an over¬ 
powering reason to do so, such as a severe illness that had to be treated in 
hospital. She would then hide her face behind a heavy veil, and be accom¬ 
panied by a man of the family. Sometimes a woman would be lying on her 
death bed, yet her husband would refuse to allow her to be examined by a 
male doctor. 

The strict segregat ion between the sexes that was in vogue among certain 
° Masses of socigfy^d-to-lr&:dhvelai ^ehf df femaiej ^cnpat.innsj£id_vopafinri<; 
whose purpose was to cater and serve the cloistered women oT the middle and 

upp'eT-elassesrOrre^^xeJdx^f^f'f^sevocntjons'Was'that'of nursing^ the. 

m 6jhd 5 fs"or which nfd fesslonlwefe almost p oorer- 

classes since for „a girlor woman to~wofk'butside the house was considered.- 

f" a shame and a dishon ou r to the familythat was supposed to be capable of 
feeding an d clothing i tS-W.omen.folk. 

' Arab rulers estabHshed schools for midwifery and nursing so that those 
whoLsrere trained There service of upper class' 

women. For example Mohammed AH, the ruler of Egypt, in the mid 19th 
century, noticed that upper class families were in need of the services of 
nurses and midwives. For this purpose he bought some black Sudanese girl 
slaves and entrusted a Frenchman called Clot Bey with the task of training 
them in the art of medicine and surgery. 1 This was in addition to the eunuchs 
(castrated male slaves) who were the first students in the midwifery school 
attached to the School of Medicine in Abou Zaabal. In those days, for a 
woman to appear in the streets was considered a pubHc affront to morality. 

It is not surprising, therefore, that when tire school of nursing and midwifery 
taught its female students some elements of the anatomy of the human body, 
Egyptian men expressed their indignation against teaching girls a subject 
which was in complete variance with what was considered at the time to be 
the code of morality. 2 


184 


Work and Women 


In 1842 the .first school of midwifery was estabHshed in Egyp t, This was 
followed’’31“^aTsfiater-by-the-fiTSt^Tima^lclT^ffoT^irls, El Seyoufia, 
opened ihT8737Tts pupilfwefeTTo'start with, the young white girl slaves 
destined to''servelh“fhe'palace'S“of-the'mHng class.''During the mtervening 
period, no school for girls was estabHshed, apart from those destined for poor 
girls or orphans who were to be trained for domestic work in the houses of 
the aristocracy, or to cater for some of the needs of the army such as sewing 
clothes for the soldiers. 

I The authorities at the b eginni n g st rictly forbade the teachers and girls in 
these schools the righf to.naarry^in order that they might .devote themselves 
completely to the. accomplishment of their tasks. A written commitment was 
taken from each one of them, and these poor girls, in view of their pressing 
need for the meagre income that would one day be theirs, were forced to 
accept this condition. As time went by, they constituted a group of lonely 
and miserable spinsters afflicted with a variety of neuroses and mental 
illnesses since sexual relations were only allowed within the framework of 
marriage, or with prostitutes who were considered as degraded and unworthy 
beings. 

It was looked upon as a shame for a respectable family to send one of its 
daughtfe'To such a school, and so fieTCer-oTfgirls remalhedldcke'd'up hi the 
home awaitihg 'ihe''dayfiFmaffiage7MeanwlTile they were assiduously taught 
the art of female'seduction, as the only means to keep a husband once he had 
been captured. This was all the more necessary since a man was allowed to 
^divorce for the most trifling reason, or indeed for no reason at aH, and to 
marry several women at the same tune, in addition to the women slaves whose 
number was only limited by the means at bis disposal. 3 

Official secondary, edue.ation.Jfor.. girls was only started at the. dawn of the _ 
,20th Centu ry with the estabHsh ment in 1900 of a.women te_a.diers section in 
(the Sania School. Secondary education for boys, however, had already been 
jlaunchedTjO'^3775^a^eacH'er: The Egyptian University opened its doors 
•to girls in the yemT9297whenlt admitted a total of four female students. 

\ The enrolment of girls'at all levels of education subsequently gathered 
increasing momentum, especially after the Revolution of 1952. However, the 
humber of technical and skilled women workers, as compared with the total / 
Inumber of female employees was only 18.9% in 1969. This means that the > 
[vast majority of Egyptian women (81.1 %) were stfll occupied in agriculture, y 
[domestic service, or minor clerical jobs. ' 

| The maj ority .of._t he women employed in services were doing domestic_ 

[work as servants. Everyone knows the unspeakable economic, so ci ail and 
fsextral“exploitafIoffto which female servants were, and still are to a great 
extent, exposed. Women in the active labour force, earning a salary.or.wage— 
.(i.e. not including peasanfwomemand'housewive's)'represented only 6% of the 
'total female ..work force (those who belong to the age groups capable of 
working) and 6.5% of theTotal active work force in Egypt. 4 Tt increased to . 
9%bxT976r J -.-. . 

The vast majority of toiling women in Egypt are peasants who work for 
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their men folk and families without receiving any remuneration, or housewives 

Vho-in'essenun'aTemnpaid-homestic''SSiYahtsrThis''applies to the great majority 

of women in all Arab countries. In Syria the active female, work force repre¬ 
sents only 16.1% of the to tal num ber of Women. Of the working, women, 
88%-nre en^ the rest are,employed in state 

administration and institutions, in social services, in industry and in commerce, 

especially as sliop sellers and.shop attendants. 5 ..."... 

..Women peas ants constit ute the bul k_o.hthe 'fema1e work force in Arab 

countries. Since they are no t paid for their work. st atisticsuleahriFwitTi" 
different aspects of t he labour force often ch ose to neglect their exi ste nce. 

For example.,ih-the labour^orce.staiis.tics.of -Egypt^woflSng'W'Omemare 
u siiajly calcul ated as repre sentingjonly 9%_of the total active work force. 
However,.if. women-peasants.are...added to.the women 1 wh^wnriSor-a-wage..or 
salary,, the number, of female worldng women would immediately jump to 
almost half the total active, labour force,-to Become one of the highest 
proportions in the world. 

Paid employment outsj.de the home has no doubt played a role in the 
emancipation of some Egyptian women7'ardun _ pal-ficiifar ofthosewhn are 

educated. They have become economically independent or liberated and-a 

number of them have been able to wfestnew rights for themselves from the 
grasp of society and the family, despite the harshness and injustice of 
marriage laws in relation to women. Some of them refused to marry as the 
only way to avoid the risk of becoming victims of such marriage laws, and yet 
others married and then chose to divorce when they felt that their freedom 
and independence were being threatened by the husband, the family, or 
society. 

There are no laws in Egypt_aLpi : esent-th nt discrim inate between the . sexes,_ 
m..so j^_3^^.oatiQnx>juemp m actualpractice, 

^ ^ frequent occu rrence. O ne example of this discrimination is, 
whathappennnTKe“app6intment of judges. The men who dominate the. 
judicial system in Egypt have been able to prevent women from becoming 
judges on the assumptlonjiala woman, hy her ve ry nature, is unfit to 

shoulderjfe_res]xmsibjhtie^ built. 

on theJacmthat4slammm sLders the tes timony of one equivalent t.o.fhat of 
twonvomen.J[he argument, therefore, is that testimony only'consists in 
witnessing to something that has or has not happened, and if a woman cannot 
be trusted to the same degree as a man in such matters, how can she be con¬ 
sidered the equal of man when required to give a decision on a point over 
which two parties are in disagreement ? 

Although Egyptian women have been accorded ministerial responsibilities 
^ ncer *1962, fohhiswery~day-theyh.avemot-jDeenq ■ .* 

Men are still discussing whether' women are suited to enter the holy priesthood 
of the judicial body or not. The last thing I remember reading in relation to 
this question is an article published in the daily newspaper, ElAkhbar, on 
12 January 1976 where the author maintains that the post of a judge is 
forbidden to women by Islam: ‘It is superfluous to explain, that according to 
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Islam, ten conditions must be fulfilled for a person to judge. Without these ten 
conditions, the very essence of “judging” is non-existent, and the right or. 
even possibility to be accorded this high function is lost. These ten conditions 
are: Islamic belief, reason, masculinity, freedom, maturity, justice, knowledge 
and to be a complete individual with a normal capacity to hear, to see and to 

speak.* 6 

In addition, women are not allowed to hold posts of an executive nature,^ 
such as tharofXGovemorjrx^ 

This reflects'clear-ly-t-he-fundamen-tahcontradictions that cdntmuFto 
dominate modem AfabTdcicfyrFCT'although a woman hr allowed to become 
a Minister, to have-underherthousands of male and female employees, and 
to take decisions on matters of great importance and significance, she is not 
permitted to become a judge in a small and minor court of law which deals.. 
with traffic violations, orl SIIFd'h ispu.fes and quafTels Betw een individ uals, 
or to become the heacTof a village with a few 'huhdffi^..or.'ffiousand inhabitants. 

Those who oppose the right or need for women to become judges of heads 
of villages are incohl^^ same contradicti ons-from 

which society suffers. None o f them seems to have thought of criticizing or 
of opposing the appointment of a woman as Minister. Does this mean that in 
their view the functions of a Minister do not require that she shouldfuffihthe 
same conditions that Islam has laid down for those of a judge, namely, a 
sound reason, masculinity, a sense of justice, knowledge, and a normal 
capacity for speech? Dr. is.itihat the appointment of a Minister is a decision 
by the Head of the State,.and that to these people the decisions of the Head 
of the State are-to-be-Gonsidered-as more important than the sacred directives 

of Islam? . 

The Egyptian.woman.woiher had no right to maternity leave until the 
year 1959, when the new labour laws included specific-sections dealing with 

the rights oflwom®-wor?kSs3h^ 'df.which was the right to 50 days maternity 
leave with pay eq uivalent to 70% of the wage. The same legislation excluded 
women from, certainoccujgations which it considered injuiiotiS tothoif health, 
or inappropriate to the ir speci al situation as women. In many cases these 
stipulations'*didTharm to women workers since a lot of employers used them 
as an excuse to refuse employment to women, or to force them to accept 
lower wages or types of employment that did not correspond to their skills. 
This was especially true of employers in the private sector. 

Women who are employed in government administration or elsewhere .in 
the public secfo T^rpaiH ^uSwages as compared to men. However, they 
are not afforded the same opportunities for promotion, or for appointment to 

responsTblehohs,^or-for4rainingflirectedtoAvards'the''pfeparation..of employees 

for the higher posts. 

In the laws and regulations related to the system of pensions, there was a 
marked discrimination between the sexes which has been only partly 
remedied. At one time a woman could not have the benefit of her own salary 
or pension as well as that of her deceased husband. However, since 1971 a 
woman is allowed to combine both, and to be paid a part of her husband s 
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pension which must not exceed 25 pounds per month. 8 

Egyptian and Arab society still considers that women have been created to 
play the role of mothers and wives, whose function in life is to serve at home 
and bring up the children. Wome n have only been p erm itted to seek jobs 

outsjdeJheJioma-.asa-respotee.4:o»eco.rLoipicmecessitiesJDJocietry--orwrthindhe 

fanhly. A w om anis permit te d to leave her home every day_,and_go-to-am office, 
a school, a h ospit al or a Ectory olf condition that she. jeluras, afterJier.day oil 
work to shoulder the resp onsibibfies. related to her liusband and children, 
which are considered more important than anything else she may have done. 
Although some Arab countries such as Egypt, Algeria, Syria, Sudan, South 
Yemen, Somalia and Iraq have, to different degrees, followed policies which 
they consider as socialist, in none of these countries have any real steps been 
taken to solve the problems of working women, and above all to provide 
facilities that could reduce the burdens of cooking, cleaning, serving in the 
home, and bringing up the children. The provision of appropriate institutions 
or faciUties does not seem to be a matter of importance to the rulers of these 
countries. The working women in these Arab countries have not yet become 
a sufficiently strong and organized force that could exert pressure on the 
State and ruling classes, and so ensure a more rapid arid radical response to 
their needs. Women’s organizations are still either groups of women from the 
upper classes seeking an outlet for their charitable or social inclinations, or 
sections of the socialist political parties or federations that have no indepen- - 
dent existence or initiative of their own and function as passive bureaucratic 
appendages only marginally concerned with the real problems of women in 
general, or of working women in particular. 

Undoubtedly, the employment of women outside the hom e has helped 
them t6 atta in a pBater degreemf freedom and independencbifbm~fhehusband 
or father. ThiFIs particuiariyUo smceTslam has clearly~gIveri"wonien tHe right 
to control their own possessions and money, without any form of tutelage by 
the men. 9 Neverthele ss, work and a job can be a new form of exploitation if 
it is within the context an^_sQciarcircumstarlces- oUa'class society which is 
govertre^ymnequaTfclationyb^tween people"of differenOociaTsfrata or 
sexhs, or oUa-patriarchalTafriiiy where the man dominates'the^ woman^body 
andnhnd,.mlccprdanc;e^hhjaw, customs Forifa 

woman’s body and mind are enslaved, how can she be free to dispose of her 
money? Is it possible for a woman who is afraid that her hCsband might 
divorce her at any moment, to oppose him when he interferes with the way 
she handles her own earnings? The law can force a woman to return to her 
husband, and send her back under police escort, so how can she be free to 
dispose of her money, when she is not even free to dispose of her life? 

That is why jobs and wqrk for women outside the home have not yet led, 
in general, to the liberation of the Arab woman, and in most cases have only 
burdened her with new anxieties, problems and responsibilities. 


Wor^on-any-hum^bemg'-wheiher man'or woman, can never liberate the 
b o dy^ndrth.e-mindanilhe-Come.a really human exp erience urilesUTfis'finkecf 
to, and. c arrie d.orvLw-itbin4he--fr-ai n e w or k of a j u s t.society which affords equal 
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opportunities to all. baseriLo n their ca pacities and talents,.and.not on-the class 
or sex to which they belong. 

Despite the ever growing number of employed and educated women in the 
Arab countries, the great majority of them still do not know even how to read 
or write. The educational system so far has played^lmost no.role_jnridding 
Bociety of the'oufmodM^tm^^ and_conservative ideas that 

Still hold sway over the minds-of both men •and' women. Even educated people 
are'still dominated by hackward'concepts, superstitions and fantasies that 
have been handed down to them by their mothers and fathers, and that are 
often taken up and repeated by Arab rulers, politicians and thinkers. Thus 
people continue to be misled and exploited. 

Many of the regimes in the Arab countries are still very far from being 
socialist or progressive, and continue to co-operate either openly or surrept¬ 
itiously with the imperialist and reactionary forces in the world. To serve 
their purposes, they have built up powerful cultural and informational systems 
tlrat are busy spreading misleading and superficial concepts and ideas. The 
content of educational curricula has remained rigid, unimaginative and in¬ 
capable of responding to the needs of children and adolescents growing up in 
a fast-changing society. Here again, the attempt is to breed conformist, con¬ 
fused arid obedient citizens, to ensure that they will not become agents of 
change. Education remains far removed from the life of society and depends 
on cramming young heads with innumerable and irrevelevant details. The 
different branches of knowledge are taught in water-tight compartments and 
little is done to show how different phenomena are interrelated. There is no 
attempt to build up a comprehensive understanding of the world, of society 
and history, and no real effort to show the real causes that lie behind the 
problems faced in life. Independent thinking, broadmindedness, tolerance 
and initiative are not encouraged. On the contrary, the aim is to train an army 
of passive, mediocre citizens, well suited to become bureaucrats in an admin¬ 
istrative system, punctual executors of decisions taken by others, and sub¬ 
missive to authority, rulers and leaders. In this well regimented effort, the 
place assigned to women is that of a continued subservient role, whether at 
work or in the .family, in both of which she is supposed to bend herself to 
the will and dominion of men. 

Among the most serious obstacles that confront Arab women in so far as 

their empT6vrifghUandw/or-kUs- concerned arcUhclaw.S-Xelate.d-tounaTriag&-and 

civil rights. These lawshtilTgive the husband an. absolutejjghLtQ-pxe.venthis 
wife fromtaB ngoii a job, ggyel iiilOlj^Cor-even going- out ofher-home-- 
whenever she. desires..Arab...so.cieties once more have .adopted .a .contradictory 
nttitnde_ca1 culated to perpetua te the expi 0 it.ation_QJLwomeiL.by allowing it to 
take on othe r forms. Women, especially.m.the-p.oorer classes, are, being 
encouraged or even pressuri ze d_to seek employment- in facto ties,-.orifices and 

rields,qndyeFarthesameUime_theyare.lefUto-tally.atthemcicy_.Qll.tlieir 

husbands whose permis sion m ust be sought -for -this-purpose. The husband is 
not restricted by any rules, and the decision is totally his, irrespective of how 
arbitrary it may be. The criterion will almost always be the way in which he 
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conceives of his authority, his interests and his needs. Women are thus the 
subjects of a do uble exploitation. They are exploited bv the'Stite and the 
employer s oh the one hand, and b y. the hu sbands onlHe“other'. Their efforts 
in tlre~facf6n.es, offices and fields are badly needed by the State. Therefore, 
in a few Arab countries, there has been some hesitation about giving the 
husband an absolute right to prevent his wife from seeking employment or 
going out to work. For, if the men should think of exercising such a right, it 
might have dire consequences for the economy of a country. Women’s labour 
in many areas is crucial, especially in so far as agricultural activities, State 
administration, a number of specific areas of industrial production and certain 
professions are concerned. As a result, governments tend to adopt an ambiguous 
stand. 

The labour laws in some c ountries like Egypt, Syria and Iraq allow women 

to regulaticDns and commorHaw 

give the husband an uncqntested right to refuse his wife..peimission..to.deave..- 
the house, go to work, or travel. The position taken by such Arab governments 
is in flagrant-contradiction with the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 
which considers the right to work as one of the essential and inviolable rights 
of men and women in any society. It is also in contradiction with the precepts 
and laws which govern human activities, whether these have been prescribed 
by the authority of men on earth or by the authority of God in heaven. These 
laws and precepts not only consider work as a right to be enjoyed by all 
human beings, but also impress upon all people the need to engage themselves 
in work for the good of society, and portray it as one of the virtues and 
human qualities which should be rewarded and encouraged. The position of 
Arab governments is again contradictory: while their representatives in inter¬ 
national organizations and conferences declare that women have now been 
liberated and given their rights, how can they explain the fact that at the 
same time a special committee dealing with the status of Arab women has 
been set up under the Arab league. This Committee in one of its decisions has 
emphasized that ‘women should be accorded the complete right to work 
unless the husband has insisted on including in the marriage contract a clause 
to the contrary. However, even if this is the case, a wife has the right to go 
before a court to obtain permission to work if a new situation has arisen 
which necessitates this change.’ 

Despite the limitations of this clause, the rules of marriage and common 
law have not been amended accordingly, and the husband still exercises an 
absolute authority to prevent his wife from working. This is true of most Arab 
countries including those that have declared their policies to be socialist- 
oriented. The Federation of Syrian Women, for example, continues to demand 
the right of women to work, and that no divorced woman should be deprived 
of the charge of her children if she seeks employment. 10 
' The common law in Egypt gives the husband the right to prevent his wife 

from working if he so wishes.In the 'new'"draft" Taw which'H^'noT15een. 

promulgated, only a few minor changes have been made in the clauses which 
were previously in force, and these have not affected the essential authority of 
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die man over his wife. One of the clauses is related to women’s work, and 
stipulates that it is the husband’s right to prevent his wife from working unless 
she insists on including her right to work in the marriage contract drawn up 
between them at the time of betrothal. In this case, the husband is not 
allowed to prevent his wife from working unless there arises a situation which 
would do harm to the interests of the family if she insists on applying the 
clause. 

All this goes to show how Arab countries continue to take a very hesitant 
attitude insofar as the right of married women to work is concerned, despite 
the fact that this right has always been considered a fundamental human right 
In all international charters, legislation, committees and organizations including 
•the Arab League. It is well known how husbands take advantage of their 
prerogatives, and how they manoeuvre under die guise of the higher interests of 
the family and the children to strip women of their rights. In actual fact most 
husbands in so doing are only thinking of their own narrow interests at the 
expense of society, the woman and even their children. According to where 
they feel the most benefit to themselves lies, they will either stand between 
their womenfolk and work, or encourage and even pressurize them to look 
for employment if the extra income will come in useful to them. 

One'of the most impo rtantmofives for the opposition to women’s work 
showiTby many husbands-is -the fear that independent earnings will lead the 
wife to be more conscious of her personality, and her dignity, and that 
therefore!^ (lie humiliations she was subjected to-before, 

refuse to be beaten or insulted or maltreated,reject her husband’s playing 
around with other women or marrying another woman or keeping a mistress, 
and reject an empty and indolent life at home which saps her of any self- 
respect or strength to defend herself as a human being. 

It is very common to read in Arabic newspapers about husbands who have 
no qualms in upsetting the life of their women just to satisfy a desire to 
exploit or dominate them. To illustrate the callousness with which men often 
treat their wives, let us take one of the incidents published by the daily news¬ 
paper ElAkhbar under the title ‘A summons from the husband to Ins wife: 
Leave your job immediately’. The court decides: C A woman who works with¬ 
out the permission of her husband should be considered an outcast.’ 12 

If we come to the clause which permits the wife and husband to include in 
their marriage contract her right to work outside the home, we will find that 
such a stipulation has relevance only to a very small number of exceptional 
women who have fought sufficiently hard to stand up to society and the 
family, and to be independent economically, morally and psychologically. 

This is very difficult for a girl who is only on the verge of marriage and, 
therefore, usually still very young even though she may have a high school or 
university education, or have occupied a job for many years. The traditions 
and pressures of society and the family are usually too heavy for her to insist 
on including such a clause in her marriage contract. It is very much like one 
of the original clauses in the law of marriage which gave woman the right to 
divorce if originally included as a stipulation in the marriage contract. This 
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did not in any way limit the man’s almost absolute freedom to divorce his 
wife at any time, and only made her his equal in so far as divorce was con¬ 
cerned. But where was the girl or woman in a highly traditionalist society who 
would have the audacity to insist on such a clause? In addition, where was the 
man who would climb down from his male throne and accept the contempt 
of his family and friends by agreeing to his young wife’s right to divorce, or 
even agreeing that she should dare impose on him any conditions at all before 
marriage? This would be tantamount to upsetting the established and almost 
eternal order of things, for the man who comes forward to marry a woman or 
girl is always in a superior position. He is the one that is desired, sought for 
eagerly, and even pursued, and therefore it is his natural prerogative, his right, 
and not that of the girl to impose conditions. The girl, in any case, has 
usually no say at all either in the choice of man, or in the marriage, for it is 
the father or the family who have decided everything. 

For mostArab men, to even think of a wife working outside the home is 
nothing mdfenor_less..than.a direct.reflection on his position and pr estige~'as 
a m'afe'Tand 'ah affr ont to him^as ,ajn.an,.The maleness of a man or his man- 
line ss' is^strll’consTdered’lo reside mainly in his capacity to rule over his wife, 
to dominate her, to cater to her needs financially, and not to allow her to mix 
with other men in offices, on the streets, or in a public transport. Tills is 
especially so if he is a real c he man’, a man with a capital ‘M\ Cultured Arab 
intellectuals, on the whole,.have been able to overcome these complexes, but 
most other men are still captive to such ideas. An Arab man might be obliged 
to allow his wife to work outside the home for economic reasons, but deep 
down within himself he will always feel his inability to provide for his family 
alone as a weakness or something to be ashamed of. The working wife herself 
might even share his reactions and feel some contempt for him because he is 
obliged to make her work. A wife who does not work may, in turn, take pride 
in the fact that her man is ^ufficieh tlv weil off to take care of her-.needs. All 
these distorte.d..ide.as and feelings_are due to the fact that woman’s work __ 
outside the home does not of it self lead t'o~fKe~trtIe hberatidh of.the woman 
as long as.it continues to operate within the framework of a class society and 
un der the patriar chal'system. 
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20. Marriage and Divorce 


Laws of marriage and divorce in A rab co untries are mainly based on Islamic 
leigishtioir 

oClKeKqpHet Mahomet., md.tbie studies of Is lamic thinkers. -and men of 

knov^pliimeg raf explainin g andj^eloi3mgihfi,ide.as. contained in these 
two sources'.. 

The verses of the Koran and the sayings of the Prophet do not relate to a 
single period of time, hut are spread over many years. Since each verse or 
saying was linked to a particular circumstance or incident, and to a particular 
setting in terms of place and time, they often tended to embody conflicting 
directives or instructions, or at least an orientation which was not always in 
conformity with a uniform line of thinking. This is especially true in relation 
to the life of women, and their problems. 

I slamic legis lation punishes the thief byorde rin gjthat Iris hand be cut off. 
However, the legM. systems..'^ 

this provision in their jurisprudence. Other laws have replaced'this rather 
severe serif enceTFor, if we study the history of the Arab countries, it will not 
be difficult to observe thatthe political pow er of th e State was never at a loss 
when it came'to promulgating laws that were in contradiction with T si amio 
precepts arid legislation:NihreHgiouO^ 

laws, On the contrary, religious authorities and institutions very often co¬ 
operated with the State and political leadership, and submitted religious 
teachings to the exigencies of politics by looking for, and finding new 
explanations for, old religious texts which corresponded to the wishes and 
needs of the rulers. Islamic institutions changed and developed the ideas and 
explanations of the religious authorities with the aim of adapting them to 
modem society just as the Christian Church did when the winds of change 
and modernization swept through Europe. 

The. political leaders and the State moved rapidly in the task of changing 
religiouslegisiatipn so as tojnsureThatJfxeifhMhehm j&j£'w[|K^L6“'eccm5mie»-- 
structures that were.under continuous remoulding as society m oved from one- 
stage.to-another r from.feudahsm'To'U'apitahsm"mh then' to socialism. The 
same political leaders and the same State apparatus, which acted so decisively 
and quickly in so far as religious legislation related to economic needs was 
concerned, reversed its attitude in the question of women’s status and 
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iddenly became as slow, lethargic and negative as it had been fast moving, 
ynamic and full of initiative. Changes in religiou s leg islatmnjrelatedJio 
carriage and women’s life were kept in abeyance.-The.reason..fo.r-these.,.twp 
iSiiietjSdj^y^oppo^^attitudes is obvious. Political power-and the .State 
throughout history have-reflected the interests of the ruling class. The powers 
that dominated were not only the representative's of a'class structure, but also 
the representatives of a patriarchal system where the man is king. In addition, 

many of the economic and social changes that took place did not reach deep. 

into society and did not strike at the root of exploitation because they were 
not accompanied by a wide, truly democratic mass movement. 

No wonder therefore, that the majority of women in America and 
Europe lose their names after marriage and take their husbands’ name instead. 
Many of them also do not have the right to control their financial resources 
and dispose of them according to their own free will. Arab wives are better 
off tfym their American and European sisters as far as these two areas are 
concerned, since an Arab woman keeps he r name after marriage and d isposes 
of her money in full free dom an d without.iequiring any form of permission 
from her husband. These are the only remaining and very minor vestiges of 
the matriarchal system that prevailed in Arab society before Islam, and of the 
broadmin dedriess an d tnlerancem JTMahrmaLthcLJEmiihe.LoLMfali^jvhen 
comparedhHtl^^ and religious leaders. However, despite the 

fact that Arab women keep their name (their father’s name, of course) after 
marriage, and have the legal right to manage their own property, income and 
money, yet the laws bind them very tightly and the customs make the 
husband the arbiter and controller of a woman’s destinies and therefore, 
obviously, of what is much less important, her money, So these vestigial rights 
lose most of their practical significance, and often do not come down from the 
realm of theoretical assumptions to that of solid reality. 

The Stat e and po]itlc aljmdexsJnjram^hmuc_C-onntdes,..such.-as.-South. 
Yemen,ITomalia and Tunisia, have been able tobreak away from the s trict _ 
application bmarmTlB-gslafidhTn tlTe legal provisions relatedTo"marnage^ 

divorce,Abortion, 'Ttc7,'^d‘'hWe''pfomiHgatEdnew‘'ram2w^hliave abolished 

polYiamyJ'restriclM^ 

women the same~ share'Qf inheritance as men. T he Somali State has gone even 
further,'and'allows government officials not to fast in the month of Ramadan 
so that production does not drop. 

Religious thinkers and leaders all along have differed in the opinions that 
they uphold according to whether their interests are linked with the status 
quo and reactionary forces, or alternatively are an expression of their 
sympathy for the poor and oppressed people in the towns and villages. Many 
of them also change their opinion from time to time according to the political 
thinking and ideology of those who are in power. 

Sheikh Mohammed Abdou was one of the Moslem religious pioneers of the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries who opposed polygamy and who said that, 
if it did have a rationale or responded to a need in the early stages of Islam, 
it was certainly harmful to the Islamic nation in the modem era. Sheikh 
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Ahmed Ibrahim in his turn insisted that: 

We must take the initiative to formulate a comprehensive common law 
regulating marriage and divorce and analyse the opinions of the different 
schools of thought and of the legislations in a new light, more in con¬ 
formity with the scientific awakening and the fundamental changes that 
have occurred in recent times. We must build our laws on two religious 
cornerstones. The first cornerstone is that of Islamic legislation in all its 
original simplicity and purity, the second cornerstone is that of people’s 
lives and the realities proved by scientific thought in different stages of 
our development and in different places. 1 


Islam is considered one of the most tolerant and least rigid of religions, 
rational in many of its aspects, adaptable and leaving scope for change. It, 
therefore, permits what is known as igtihad, or original interpretation (not 
copied, or repeated). The religious leaders of the different schools of Islamic 
thought always considered igtihad a necessity. Even Imam Ahmed Ibn 
Hanbal, who was the leader of that religious sect or school of Islam (out of 
four such schools) considered to be the most rigid and orthodox of all, always 
insisted that igtihad or original interpretation, was absolutely necessary and 
that the existence of independent thinkers with a capacity for original under¬ 
standing and interpretation was a condition which could not be done away 
with in any period if 'competence’ was to be attained. Ibn Toumaima insisted 
that the scope for original interpretation should be kept wide open to all 
people, and that they should be allowed to think freely and not be obliged 
to adhere strictly to the fixed ideas of a school or sect. Commenting on the 
freedom for igtihad and the independence which mogtahideen (original 
thinkers) should enjoy, he says: 'This is a difference in time, and not a 
difference in truth. If the leader had lived in our time, he would have said 
what we say. 5 

If we study the question of polygamy as dealt with in Islam, we will fin d 
that the op jaions^ religious thinkers differed wide ly_.^grou p of them 
beli eve that Is lam does _not allow p olygamy, and basei their position on wh at 
waS mentioneclliniieTCoran under 'Sourat BlNi ssa’.: ‘Marry as many WQmen 
as yo fTwIsh , two oTThree p rXour.-Ifjcou-fe.ar.not to treafthem equally^marry 
only 1 ' ojie JEdejs^ just betwe en you r wives even if 

you fry.’ 2 

This group of religious thinkers insists that Islam has forbidden polygamy, 
since a man is not permitted to marry more than one woman unless he can 
treat his wives equally and not differentiate in the slightest degree between 
them. And the Koran then goes on to say that this is impossible no matter 
how hard a man tries. Logic suggests that to marry several wives implies a 
preference, a preference for the new wife over the preceding one. This 
preference in itself is sufficient to make equality and justice impossible even 
if the man were to be the Prophet himself. As a matter of fact, the Prophet 
was not able to treat his wives with absolute equality. One of the conditions 


196 



Marriage and Divorce 


was to divide the nights he spent with them equally, so that they all enjoyed 
tire same opportunities for companionship, love and pleasure. But Mahomet 
was human and was not always able to keep to such a rigidly just division of 
his nights. He used to prefer Aisha to his other wives and loved her more 
deeply. Aisha, in one of her stories, explains: 

'Souda, the daughter of Zama’a (she was one of Mahomet’s wives), grew 
old. The Prophet of Allah, Allah’s blessings and peace be upon him, used 
not to visit her often. She had heard of the special place I held in his heart, 
and knew that he spent more nights with me. She feared that he might. 
abandon her and that she might lose whatever place he had for her in his 
feelings. So she said to him, “Oh Prophet of Allah, the day that is meant 
for me you can take for Aisha, and you are relieved of your promise.” 

And the Prophet of Allah, Allah’s blessings and peace be upon him 
accepted her offer.’ 13 


9 


Furthermore, in the book El Tabakat El Kobra, it is said that Hafsa, the 
wife of the Prophet, went out one day. The Prophet of Allah sent for his 
woman slave who came to Hafsa’s house. When Hafsa returned and entered 
through the door, she found the Prophet with the woman. She said to him, 

‘0 Prophet of Allah, in my house, on my day and in my bed!’ And the 
Prophet of Allah answered: ‘Be silent, I swear to Allah that I will never touch 
her again. But say nothing about what happened.’ 4 

Other religious thinkers believe that divorce in Islam is not the absolute 
right of the husband, and that he must consult a judge first, and not take a 
decision completely on his own, as happens in our day. 

The common law governing marriage and divorce which is in force in 
EgypTcaFte-TXilBld^^r^^^ backward -in all the 

Arab" C0U'ntrIes7 _ andmnmfthemTOst-unjust-and arbitrary-as far as women, ape 

concerned; Thislaw’was - promulgated in 1929, which means that the destinies 
of Egyptian women hvihg today are governed by a law almost half a century 
old, and'WhichTllows nTen“to“cuntinue their shameful and inadmissible 
oppression and exploitation of women. 

The Egyptian Federation of Women, together with other groups of women 
and enlightened men, made repeated and stubborn attempts to change the 
common law or at least modify some of its clauses, but hardly any results 


were attained. 

Many people think that Islamic precepts and legislation a re th e main 
obstacle to change insofar as the common la w is co ncemecffYet the same ^ 

Tdami^pre.r.e.ptrTirfl'lheWerv sa^l hgB~at.on haveJ njhhT^ 

cm 1 Ti trip.~frnrTrn5ki^ modifications^ or even promu lgating^ 

entlrelvnew - lawsTFurtHermoreTlslam - ha^iitrt qirevented the profoundlegis-_. 
lative mh'jtrdicialThahgeTln other spheres after 

1952. ExampleTof sucl HaWs~are-th^^^ on land holdin gs, or 

the new classes intro duced .into the .penal.code in. relation to .adultery and 
theft. *In these last two areas, the new rulings are definitely not in line with 
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Islam in which the punishment for theft is cutting off the culprit’s hands, 
and that for adultery stoning both the woman and the man to death. 

Thejaws on marriage and div orce in E gypt still all ow the ..man-lo divorce at 
>yill_and to have several~wives7"A man with a wife and ten children can give 
them upThTheTwriKling'oFah eye if one day, while walking down the street, 
he happens to meet a woman who arouses his desire and agrees to marry him. 
Such happenings are not a figment of the imagination, but occur every day 
and bring with them untold misery and suffering to women and to children. 

A new draft law aiming at modifying the common law legislation in 
existence was published recently. The newspapers announced that it had been 
widely discussed by the religious authorities over a period of years, and that 
as a final step it had been submitted to the highest religious body in the 
country, namely the Institute of Islamic Studies. The suggested amendments 
brought about by the new draft law were published in the issue of the. daily, 

Al Ahram, dated 29 February 1976. Anyone familiar with the original legis¬ 
lation would immediately perceive that in essence the new draft has not 
changed anything, and that the almost absolute right of men to give free rein 
to their sexual whims and fantasies has not been touched, since they can still 
divorce with the same ease. The relevant clauses stipulate that it is the man 
who decides on divorce, on condition that he is in full possession of his 
reason, mentally balanced, sober, not under the effect of a sudden blow, Or 
surprise, or anger. But it is the husband who decides whether all these conditions 
are fulfilled. In other words, he himself decides if his reason and mental balance 
are intact, if he is sober or not, angry or not, and under the effect of a sudden 
surprise. Thus he is his own judge, or to be more precise, both plaintiff and 
judge at one and the same time. One of the clauses in the new draft also 
stipulates that a husbahd can be divorced from his wife if he says three times 
in succession: ‘You are divorced. You are divorced. You are divorced.’ all in one 
breath, or at one go. This is considered one divorce just as was the case previous! 
when a husband could say ‘I divorce thee thrice’ and be considered to have 
divorced his wife once. A husband has the right to three divorces. However, if 
after one of these divorces his ex-wife gets remarried, it is no longer counted 
and once she returns to his fold he regains his right to three divorces! 

The woman in the new draft law has gained some minor rights which, 
however, remain illusory and even laughable. One of them is her freedom to 
refuse to live with her husband’s other wife or wives under the same roof. The 
second is to seek a divorce if her husband marries another woman. Now if we 
examine the situation of women in Egypt, most of whom are poor peasant 
women, working as unpaid labourers in their husband’s field and home, or 
poor city dwellers. We wonder where is the woman who will have the courage 
to ask for a divorce when she knows that her fate will be either to be thrown 
out on the street to fend for herself under very difficult circumstances, or to 
return to her family’s house where she will be another unwanted or rather 
doubly unwanted female, since she will have become a permanent burden, 
with little or no chance of remarrying. The woman who decides to live alone 
is a prey to moral and economic vagrancy'. She is shunned by all in a society 


: which considers divorce for women as a shame, and yet which is accustomed 
I to exploit their work in farm and home without paying them a wage. 

Another ‘right’ accorded to women in this new draft law is to travel on 

pilgrimage without her husband’s consent, on condition that she is 

I accompanied by a man ‘forbidden’ to her (namely, her father or brother). She 
'is however obliged to travel with her husband wherever he may be required 
or wishes to go. As reagrds the system of Beit El Ta’a , a court decision com¬ 
pelling a woman to return to her husband under police escort can no longer 

be enforced. „ ^ ,. ., 

It is clear that all these minor changes have not affected in any way the 
essence of a backward and archaic attitude to women, embodied m Beit El 
Ta’a and the injustice which is still the lot of a married woman in Egyp . 
Furthermore, the changes are in glaring contradiction to Islamic precepts 
and legislation, no matter what the responsible religious authorities may say, 
precepts which are built on the humane principle: ‘Let man and woman live 
together in kindness and mutual help and, if they part, let them separate m 

the same way.’ ~ 

Problems of divorce and polygamy in Egypt are not the problems of 

women alone, but also of men and children. Many a time do we learn of 
children who have been left without food or shelter after a divorce, or 
divorced women who have been driven to prostitution as their only means of 
livelihood or young daughters abandoned by their fathers for the arms of a 
mistress or the bed of a new wife. Divorce for a woman can sometimes mean 
a salvation and an escape from the sufferings of her life, a salvation and an 
escape which is usually never within her reach, or only a gift thrown at her by 
her husband. No matter what the situation is, it is always the husband who 
makes the decision. One word from him can mean divorce; yet at other tunes 
he may obstinately refuse to divorce Ills wife, intent on proving his authority, 
on showing that he is the lord and master, or on keeping his wife as an 
enslaved domestic servant. He is supported in whatever position he takes by 
unjust and cruel laws. He can force Ms wife to come back to him by getting a 
court decision, only for hex to find on her return that he now has another 

wom^n in the house. . , 

But the most difficult situation is perhaps that of the divorcee who has no 
iob or no income from which she can live, and who has to make do with the 
miserable pittance she may get from her husband as allowance. In most cases, 
however the wife never receives any tiring, for the man is able to sidetrack the 
law itself in a multitude of ways, or because the law itself is so deficient and 
1 indulgent towards men that he has no difficulty in escaping his obligations 

and may even he encouraged to do so. 

One of the strangest stories I have read in this connection was once again 
published in the daily, El Akhbar , which has a keen smell for sensation. This 
was on the 21st of September 1975 under the title ‘No allowance for a 
woman who goes on a pilgrimage without her husband’s consent. 

It is not necessary to enter into the details of the farce entitled Alimony. 
Suffice it to say that it is only a temporary and meagre entitlement, that is 
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soon discontinued at the slightest excuse, after which the divorced woman 
remains without an income and without anyone to look after her, 

A paid job is of course a protection as far as a woman is concerned, and 
provides her with a steady source of income which caters to her vital needs. 

But an unemployed woman without a husband is most often left to the mercy 
of the streets - without work, and with no income; and alone she has to fend 
for herself, to literally get her loaf of bread from the jaws of an avid and 
pitiless society. She must learn the art of stealing if she decides to be a thief, 
or the tricks of man-baiting if she decides to make money out of her body. 

In both situations she is exposed to ending in prison. And for such women 
there is a women’s prison in El Kanatir on the outskirts of Cairo - a yellow 
stone building with rows of narrow barred windows, squat and ugly and 
monstrous, in the midst of flowering gardens and wide expanses of green 
fields. 

My footsteps took me to El Kanatir. I had always wanted to see a prison 
or even spend a few days in one if necessary. There I met a variety of women, 
the outcasts, the downtrodden suffering street walkers, the unrecognized, 
anonymous and pitiful victims of a class society and a patriarchal system. 
Women who had been deprived of a chance for education, or an opening for 
work because of blind tradition, or lack of material opportunities, or for a 
multitude of other reasons. Women who had lost their husbands through 
death or more often divorce. Women deprived of any form of legal justice, 
since the law will punish the prostitute but not the man who climbs up to 
her room. 

No matter how unhappy these women may be, I realized that day on my way 
back home that they were perhaps more fortunate than others. At least they 
had a roof over their head, a meal to eat even if it smelt, a rough tunic to wear, 
a thin blanket for cover, and some companionship in the cell. Thousands of 
other women having lost all sources of income lead a humiliating life. The day 
comes when a divorced woman no longer receives her allowance. Often she is 
left without shelter, constrained to move from one relative’s house to another, 
begging for her meals or seeking a few feet on which to spread her tired body. 

In many cases she ends up as a domestic servant, a prey to blows, insults and 
harrowing work that starts at the break of day and extends late into the night, 
a victim of sexual aggression which she will accept to keep her job and a roof 
over her head. 

Following divorce, and despite her difficult position, it is the mother who 
most often assumes the responsibility and burden for bringing up and educating 
her children after separation from the husband. Once again her inferior position, 
her feeling of maternal responsibility imposed upon her by society, her fear 
of being criticized by those that are around her, since people are much more 
severe with a woman who neglects her children than with a man, her love for 
her children as a human being and as a mother, the unlikelihood of her getting 
married again (marrying a divorced woman is like having a stale meal), the 
constraints that surround a woman’s personal and social freedom, the 
irresponsibility of the father with regard to his children (which makes the 


200 


Marriage and Divorce 


woman who has been separated from her husband even more bound to her 
children), all these factors together make a divorced woman much more 
conscious of her responsibility towards her children, much more attached and 
linked to them, and much more determined to give herself completely to 
serving them and bringing them up. The man on the other hand, who never 
loses his freedom to indulge in sexual licence, pleasure, marriage or love, can 
afford to forget about his children, or at least not be too much taken up with 
them. We rarely hear of a father who divorced Iris wife and then devoted 
himself totally to the care and upbringing of his children. In addition most 
men divorce their wives in order to marry another. He therefore tries to get 
rid of his children so that he can give himself fully to the enjoyments m store 
for him with his new wife. If this is not possible, it is the children who are 
made to suffer at the hands of the stepmother, with whom the father will 

usually side against his own children. 

Despite all these facts, the new draft of the common law wrests from the 
mother the charge of her children after the age of seven for boys, and after 
■ the age of nine for girls. The girl over the age of nine is obliged to live with 
! her father whether she likes it or not. The boy at the age of seven can choose 
between living with the father or with the mother. Where is the attempt to 
think of the welfare and future of the girl in this law.. Where is the justice, 
the humanity, the commonsense in forcing a young girl of nine to go an 
live with her father and stepmother when she yearns to remain with her 

Why'this violation of mothers’ rights to the advantage of the father? How 
do the responsible authorities who are legislators so easily forget that young 
girls who have been led astray and made to become prostitutes are very often 
the neglected children of a father who has remarried, or has taken a mistress 
on whom he spends all his money and showers all his affection and care. 

Most of these girls are the victims of poor families torn and disrupted by 

divorce or a father with several wives. _ . . 1 - 

One of the strangest and mos t unimaginable provisio ns m the laws ot_ 
rrnar?iijv^TitEdivoTCerm~Ajab countries relates to "whaf is com monjyjmpwn 
in niir4n5nag&aS3gft El Ta’a or the T-to use 

tf d to wives El Neshou z (the Freak ,ttie 

‘discordant'She’ToftKemtcast). The word 

Arabic language and is us ed to desc ribe a wife who disobeys herhgsbanas . 
orders^v^f^fSf TCband should be a drunkard, a debauche, a pu nfr athieJ:, 

or a drugTfafficker. , , . t 

IfTEusBanflijeatsliis wife, with reason or without reason , and dri ves her 

to run awWmTETtoher family’s house, he can if tie 'ms®C5xJorce < 
of lawTundiTwhat il^mhe ®3<T ffffl,' send a police escort to drag her 
backTCTSSTTfsHerefuses to obey and come back, then she becomes in the 
eyes of the law, Nashiz. . , A 

Many. Arab Isla mic abh °fnm 

outrageous institution of Beit El Ta’a andhav^ laws 

related to marriage md ®orc^VsLEsyp.t,-.wM^im2nSiy ways has been a 
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pioneer of pro gress in the Arab regio n and which at one time led the whole 
wotlh'as far a» civilization'goes"still maintains the "system~of Beit ElTaW' 

_ People-who-say^ka^ hlaffl"are“elther ighorant or 

dishonest. The Prophet of the Muslims frequently said that a woman should 
not be forced to live with a man she does not want, or whom she hates, and 
explained on several occasions that, to start with, a woman should be allowed 
to choose the man she is going to marry. 

contrac.LiLslie.hasJDeeii_fo.iced-to-conGluda.it,,oxw,as._.chsated...when.-she 
enteredjiitq the marriage a greement. The Prophet himself broke up the 
marriage of Khansa’a, the daughter of Kliozam El Ansaria, because she was 
forced into it by her father. 5 

Th e laws regulating marria gejand divorce in Arab societies are in fact o ne 

the le gal remnants of feud alisrrLand-the-patriarchal.s,vs teni where,, t he 
womWhecome sMel^d e^oTland-ownedhv~the-.man ? -wboJs-pp.rmi.tfP.rl-fn 
do-a sr he wis hes, to exploit.her.,.fo.,h,&atJienAo-seUdier at any time via divorce, 
or toEuy over her head, a second, third, or fourth wife. As regards the rights 
of the wife, they consist of equality of treatment with the other wives of her 
husband. Whether it is possible for a man to give the same treatment, care and 
affection to an old wife as he gives to a young one, or to a semi-used one as 
he gives to a new one, is of course another question, which is further compli¬ 
cated by the fact that he is the sole judge of his own behaviour. 

When we come to the clauses that give the judge the right to divorce a 
woman from her husband, then we suddenly discover how strict the law can 
be. These clauses stipulate that such a divorce is allowed in only a certain 
number of situations or cases. 6 If a husband is imprisoned for a period exceed¬ 
ing three years, the divorce is not granted to the woman until the judge assures 
himself that the sentence passed on the husband in effect exceeds three years, 
that it is being executed, that more than a year has passed since the date of 
initial imprisonment and finally that the sentence is final (passed through all 
stages of appeal etc.). A woman can also ask for divorce if the husband is not 
providing her with the means of livelihood, or if he is certified insane, or is 
afflicted with leprosy, or has beaten her so often that she has been harmed 
(this implies that beating that has not led to harm is permissible), or if the 
husband has been absent for a long time. (All these cases necessitate the judge 
assuring himself that sufficient evidence of their de facto existence is available). 
The law, however, puts severe restrictions even if proof is forthcoming. For 
example, the wife will not be allowed to divorce the husband if she knew 
before marrying him that he was afflicted with the ill for which she wishes 
to divorce him, or if the affliction came on after marriage and she accepted 
the situation without immediately asking for a divorce. 

Even in those Arab countries where there has been an attempt to limit the 
man’s right to divorce, the matter has not been left completely to the judge 
as is the case with the wife, and the restrictions placed on his right to divorce 
have been nowhere nearly as severe as they are in the case of the woman. We 
should also not forget who the judge is. Is he not himself a man living within 
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the relations of a feudalists or capitalistic class society, afflicted with all the 
concepts and structures of a patriarchal system? Is not the judicial system 
and the police system a part of the State apparatus which decrees and governs 
and rules in the name of the dominant class in society, serving its interests 

and implementing its one-sided view of justice? . . 

It will never be possible for an Arab woman to enjoy the same rights in 
marriage and divorce as the Arab man does, as long as the society remains. 
divided into classes and dominated by the patriarchal system. The institutions 
of marriage and divorce, of prostitution and of illegitimate children are 
essential for the existence and continuity of the class and patriarchal 
society Divorce was invented in order that the man may be able to be rid ot 
the wife he does not any longer want, at the lowest possible price (the 
alimony or allowance, or delayed payment of dowry). The systems of divorce 
also permit him to ensure his ownership of any child that may be born alter 
divorce provided the woman became pregnant when they were still married. 
Moreover he has the right to supervise and control her for a period of three 
months called El Idda to ensure that no child belonging to another mm 
should possibly be allowed to slip in under his name and share the inheritance 

with his other children, . . ,. ^ 

‘ < Tn all the social systems that the world has known since the birth oi the 
patriarchal family, class society and slavery, the right to divorce has always 
in fact; been the exclusive prerogative of man. Class society has made o 
woman a commodity to be bought and sold under different systems of 
dowry, alimony etc. Capitalist society liberated the peasants from the heavy 
chains of feudalism not for reasons of humanity but because the new 
capitalist class, the new productive forces were in need of the free unfettered 
labour of the ‘liberated peasant’ to work in the new factories springing up 
rapidly. Thus it was that labour itself became a commodity, sold on the . 
market. The capitalist was assured of buying it at the cheapest possible price, 
just as women are bought cheaply by their husbands, and of being able to 
throw it back on to the market whenever Ids need for labour diminished, just 
as the husband does with a wife he no longer wishes to keep. 

An Arab man can take back Ids wife during the first three months after 
divorce (El Idda) even against her wish, since she remains his property for that 
period of time before being finally and irrevocably separated from 1dm. _ 
During these months she is in a transitional, floating, amorphous stage She is 
his wife, and yet not his wife. She is not permitted to marry until the Idda is 
over, and she has to wait passively at the beck and call of her former husband 
who may ask her to return to his home at any time. Only once the Idda is 
completed, can she think of remarrying again. ^ . 

•j The capitalist system instigated other far-reaching changes in which again 
the situation of the worker and the woman have much in common. It freed 
the serf as we have said and made of him a freed labourer to be employed at 
will in exchange for a wage, with the aim of ensuring an elastic supply and 
demand situation as far as labour was concerned. Similarly capitalism freed 
the woman from the serfdom of the home, again not for humane reasons, but 
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in response to the need for women’s labour in the factories. If, in addition, 
the capitalist system has accorded to women the same freedom of divorce as 
men in the advanced industrial countries, the aim has been to carry this 
process to its logical end, to ensure that female labour is rid of all constraints, 
floating, available on the market, and ready to respond to the employers’ 
need when required. This necessitated that the woman be given a greater 
degree of freedom from the yoke of the man. New laws on marriage and 
divorce were promulgated under what came to be known as Hie Civil Marriage 
Laws. Modem capitalist society, in its never ending thirst for production and 
profit, continued to uproot vestiges of the feudal system and religious practices 
that no longer corresponded with its interests. The link between marriage and 
religion was severed just as religion was separated from the State, not for 
reasons related to human progress, nor out of a humane attitude towards 
women but so that tire wheels of economic exploitation could turn more 
rapidly and more smoothly. Capitalism was undoubtedly the midwife to a 
tremendous and hitherto unknown progress, mainly by releasing tremendous 
productive forces and material possibilities. However, insofar as the ‘soul’ 
and humanity of men and women were concerned, it was a monster without 
pity. 

These changes can perhaps explain why divorce rates are much higher in 
developed capitalist countries than they are in semi-feudal societies, why 
divorce is more frequent in cities and towns than it is in rural areas, and why 
these rates are rising rapidly among employed working women as compared 
with unemployed housewives living at their husbands’ mercy, or peasant 
women working free of charge for their menfolk. 

A study of divorce rates in Egypt 7 shows that they are around 2.9% in 
Cairo and Alexandria which are the two biggest cities with a heavy concen¬ 
tration of large and medium industry, big corporations and government 
establishments, and with the highest percentages of paid working women. 

These rates however drop to 1.2% in Kafr El Sheikh, 1.3% in Sohag, 1.4% in 
Menoufiah, 1.9% in Dakahlia etc. (these are different provinces in North and 
South Egypt). 

The same picture with some minor variations can be found in all Arab 
countries. In Syria, for example, divorce rates are also higher among paid 
working women than they are among housewives. 8 For the first category it 
is 2.2%, whereas among the latter it is only 0.6%. Similarly, the marriage rates 
among working women are lower than they are among non-working women. 

The percentage of married women among employed women is only 46.7% 
whereas for housewives the corresponding figure rises to 78.2%. 

These trends are understandable. A woman who can feed herself does not 
need to submit to the humiliation and oppression which are very often the 
destiny of married women who depend on their husbands to feed them and 
who fear to divorce because in divorce lies the threat of hunger. 

If we leave aside the question of food, and come to sex, or to the need of 
women for sexual satisfaction, we find that marriage is the only available and 
possible relationship within which an Arab woman can practise sex. Premarital 
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•elations are severely forbidden to girls in Arab societies. This even applies to 
[masturbation winch also is considered as sinful. Au unmamed or divorced 
Kvoman or a widow, cannot have sexual relations unless she marries. Such 
'women if they find no husband, will remain virgms or spinsters or widowers 
(throughout their life. A woman may sometimes risk her reputation to build 
up a free relation with a man, but in that case she risks the scorn and contempt 
of society which will often consider her no better than a prostitute. ^ 
Nevertheless, in recent years, Arab countries have witnessed a growing 
number of paid working women, professionals, career women etc who have t 
a large extent developed a spirit of independence both morally and mentally, 
and who refuse to be pressurized or obliged to submit to the patriarchal 
institution of marriage and divorce, who have chosen their own way o e, 
and obliged society to respect their free personality and recognize their work 
The great majority of Arab women, however, are still forced into marriage 
as their only way to satisfy essential bodily needs, and are still terrorized by 
the mere word ‘divorce’ which means hunger, no home, and the unrelenting 
remarks of those around them. They therefore accept any treatment at the 
hands of their husbands, no matter how bad, without rebelling or even com¬ 
plaining. A woman may even serve the second, third, or fourth wife of her 
husband, as often happens in Egyptian villages. Moreover thingsi may go 
further, and a peasant woman sometimes goes m search of another wife tor h 
husband in order to keep him happy, or to mitigate the degree of 1hismrue y 
towards her, or to ensure that he has a male child by this new wife if sh 
herself has been unlucky enough to give him only female children. For who is 
more unhappy or unfortunate than a peasant woman from an Egyptian 
village, who has not been able to have a son? Her lightest punishment is a 
blow on the face every now and then delivered by her husband with all the 
heavy weight of his hand, or his coarse and deafening voice shouting out tor 

the slightest reason ‘thou art thrice divorced’. 

Sometimes a woman may prefer hunger, destitution and homelessness, to 
living with her husband. But in that case she will find all the doors to divorce 
securely locked. For the law is severe, very severe, and the judge also is severe, 
even more severe than the law. But severest of all will be the family, especially 
in am Arab rural setting. In this setting the family is not composed of father, 
Aether and children only, it is not a nuclear family as it is m the cities and 
the developed industrial countries. It is an extended family composed of 
numerous members, a grandfather and grandmother, fathers and 
uncles both paternal and maternal, brothers and sisters and children These 
extended families are still the dominant pattern in Arab rural society, and h y 
are the authority in all matters related to marriage and divorce women. 

The decision is always taken in conformity with the interests of the fami y, 
and not those of the woman. She may be forced into divorcing a poor man 
order to marry a rich one. Or she may never be allowed to divorce and even 
if she runs away, she may be returned to her husband accompanied by a 
stream of insults, blows and humiliations of all sorts especially if her family 
is poor and cannot afford to keep either her or her children. She is thus 
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exposed to all the pressures and punishments of a veritable clan, cruel, 
exacting and insensitive to anything else but the exigencies of material gain or 
loss, and the laws of tradition. 

Time and again, day in and day out, such crimes are perpetrated under the 
thick cloak of religious, moral and human values, and amidst a clutter of high 
sounding words about Islamic legislation, the duty of woman, the need to 
obey her husband and to respect him, the integrity of the family and the 
future of the children, and a host of other well worn phrases which women 
are so accustomed to hear. 

The Arab man, on the other hand, is not supposed to take into consider¬ 
ation the integrity of his family and children, despite the fact that it is he 
who owns them, and not his wife. The law, religious legislation, and customs 
all permit men to deal in the most irresponsible way with their womenfolk 
and children. The law and religious legislation permit men to have four wives 
at the same time. The man can, however, outwit even this very liberal law 
and have more than four. This he does through the system which we have 
already examined called Idda which allows him to divorce a woman for three 
months and then ask her to return. In the meanwhile, she can be replaced by 
another wife. This means that the man can have four wives legally married to 
him at one time, and four others on Idda, that is women who were Iris wives 
until very recently but are now on a temporary divorce. This game of musical 
chairs can go on indefinitely and is another form of the old pre-Islamic Zawag 
ElMuta’a, or marriage of pleasure, only made possible because of the extreme 
ease with which a man can divorce. Through El Idda a man can therefore have 
any number of wives, and can go on changing from one to another. This 
practice was very common among the richer people in the Islamic society of 
Somalia, especially after the abolition of concubinage and women slaves. 

Under the new regime, attempts are being made since 1969 to abolish it by 
changes in legislation and re-education, but old habits die hard especially 
where modernization processes are slow. 

There are other forms of what may be called transitional marriages where 
the situation lies somewhere between marriage and non-marriage, and which 
are permitted by Islamic religious law to Islamic men. One of them is called 
Mohr Shard in which the marriage lasts for a specified period of time. This 
period is usually short and the situation here again resembles Zawag El Muta \a 
or El Zawag El Moakat (temporary marriage). Another form is Al Khotba El 
Siriya where the man marries in secret so that his wife should not be angry or 
offended. These complicated arrangements sometimes lead to strange situations 
when the two wives meet by accident, or when the children of two different 
women meet a man when he is on a visit to their school, only to discover that 
they have the same father. 

I 11 Egypt, there is also a form of marriage known as El Zawag El Orfi in 
which no written marriage contract binds the two partners. This permits the 
man to lay his hands on the pension paid to his wife by the government if she 
happens to be the beneficiary of such a pension. The law deprives women of 
their government pension if they get married, and a written contract is 
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ividence which cannot be denied. Many of my neighbours and friends had 
Recourse to this contractless marriage. A woman in this situation would often 
be a hidden second wife, for ever threatened by insecurity and living m fear of 
Hie government, in fear of society, and in fear of her husband; driven to a fate 
Over which she has no control, she remains alone and unprotected. 

1 Statistics gathered in Tunisia, ten years after the promulgation of the new 
legislation which accords equal rights to men and women in divorce before a 
murt of law, have shown that cases of divorce are becoming more numerous. 

In addition, the percentage of divorce cases among working women is higher 
than it is among housewives. Many Arab commentators and writers have 
proffered repeated warnings against such tendencies which they consider to 
be symptomatic of the dissolution of the family, and of marriage ties, which 
poses a severe threat to the stability of Arab societies just as it has led in 
recent years to the break up of Western society. To their mind modem 
industrial relations carry with them a transfomiation of the old pattern of 
male dominance over women into a new phase of so-called equality between 
women and men. This leads to a rupture of the old solid marriage ties which 
existed previously between men and women, since the men no longer feel 
superior to women and therefore morally bound to shelter and protect them, 

[ feeling which at one time made them hesitate to divorce easily. 

S'ffme Arab intellectuals and thinkers consider that the rise in divorce cases 
due to the economic independence enjoyed by an increasing number of 
.Arab women, which permits them to escape from the stranglehold of men, 
since they can now fend for themselves even if alone. 11 Tins explanation is 
probably the correct one. For, indeed, why should a woman who can earn 
her own living submit to the humiliations of an unhappy marriage governed 

'by the norms of a patriarchal autocracy? 

Many Arab men resist these social changes and oppose the economic 
developments and needs which are drawing more and more women into 
seeking employment in commercial enterprises, industry, government depart¬ 
ments and various professions. But the forces that are driving women out oi 
their homes are so powerful that no tiling can any longer stand up against 
them and oblige women to relinquish their new positions in life. 

It is very clear nowadays that the extended patriarcha l family has now 

rehnqfesh£^ln W^O^ gMQ i ^ T rqrji^E^JQ--MEmlpo;atpf 

thl'variouTbodies and institutions of the modem state. Arab societies are no 
longercomposedof patriarchal tribes, and the siaiFKm^ed-much.Qfj^e.. 
authority ancfngKtrpfWitiusly' 'exercised'bythe fatiier or husband'. It isnot 

difficult to"^'fofesee't'hatrthis'trend-will-eontinue'-and-thatthe.functionsnf the- 

family will steadily shrink, and with them the authority once exercised by 

the male head of the family. . _ . r M , 

The Arab man .used to be responsible for:_the protection of the^family ana 
its sechlifyl'But’at present the"state KasTfs ownsec^lltyi^^ifiptojorgs 
thatTBhxPAepiacedJHe manTflr^tiie'tiulfllihent of such functions, and wmc 
undertakes to ensure the security of the family and to punish all aggressors 
against it. 
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One of the areas of struggle between man and the state apparatus is that of 
family vengeance or vendettas, a practice which is still common in Upper or 
South Egypt. If a male member of a family is killed, the unwritten laws 1 of 
custom dictate that his murderer must be killed in turn or, if this is not 
possible, a man from the family of the murderer. However, such acts of 
vengeance or vendettas have nothing to do with women which shows that 
they are considered objects of little value, and not human beings. A woman 
may be the cause of a vendetta but she never becomes the ‘blood’ which 
must be avenged. 

The Arab man from Upper Egypt still believes that it is a subject of shame 
if the police or any of the security forces of the state replace him in taking 
revenge for his family. Honour implies that he must take vengeance for 
himself, without recourse to the state which is considered an admission of 
weakness. 

Another .jELddjo£.st^ authority of man andJhaLof_the 

statef is that of women’s einployment-or paid work.. Her e too, the patriarch al 
family isj'ighting, alosjng-battle T -ancLis..g-r-ad.ually-givhig-iip-its-prei:ogatives one 
afteT another in th e a reas of p rodu ction, leg j^tiQn>.aducation r .punishment t 
famil y pl ann ing e tc. 12 !..-. . 

In A rab s ocieties it is a fact that religion plays an important part in pre¬ 
serving tire famflyItm'ttoreTNeverffiel^reli^on has been incapable of pre- 
ventingdhe~state--andTts;®tt^ 

th us~much~o f the' authority, once exercised by family. 

Religion has beeffseparated from the state in Western industrial societies, 
and the powers of the Church have retreated in the face of the capitalist and 
technological offensive that has torn down many of the sacred values related 
to Christianity and the feudal system. 

However, religion has not been sep araterLfro m th e sta te in nioslArab.. 
Muslim countries, This is one o f th e factory that preven ts many Arab thinkers 
from undertaking an objective critical ^4x§ii^-lhe.familyhasIamfisMution > 
and of the changes it has been undergoing with time. F ree, thinking where 
religionis concerned is still a forbidden and dangerous pastime in most Arab 
countries in the same way as the exercise of freedom of thought is fraught 
with risks if exercised in the realm of politics and systems of government, 
especially if it extends to questions of class struggle. This is also true of sex 
and its related problems. 

Three topics, a ‘sacred trilogy’ 13 are to be approached with care, or f/ 
preferably not at all. They are religion, sex and the class struggle. Arab intel¬ 
lectuals and thinkers are afraid to deal with them in their writings, or at least 
to study them in depth. Most of the Arab or Islamic social reform movements, 
therefore, are characterized by the fact that they are limited to making 
superficial changes that do not affect the essence of the problems in society. 

This weapon is brandished and used by many people, and in particular 
those who are busy plundering the riches of the Arab peoples, whether they 
sit in the board rooms of international companies or rule the destinies of 
these peoples from the Western and some of the Arab capitals. 
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Nevertheless, Arab thinkers and intellectuals are becoming much more bold 
and outspoken in their criticism of the injustices and oppression to which 
Arab women and men are exposed. Arab women also have gained a new 
courage in facing their societies and the problems that beset their lives. For 
they know that with liberation they stand to lose nothing else but their 
chains. ‘ 

Freedom has a price, a price which a free woman pays out of her tranquility, 
her peace, her health, when facing the opposition and aggression of society 
against her. Be that as it may, a woman always pays a heavy price, in any case, 
even if she chooses to submit. She pays it out of her health, her happiness, 
her personality and her future. Therefore, since a price she has to pay, why 
not the price of freedom than that of slavery? 

, I believe that the price paid in slavery even if accompanied by some 
security, and the peace of mind that comes from acceptance, is much higher 
than the price paid for freedom, even if it includes the menaces and aggression 
of society. For a woman to be able to regain her personality, her humanity, 
her intrinsic and real self is much more worthwhile than all the approbation 
of a male dominated society. 
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[ have maintained that: \ 

1. Islamic, Arab or Eastern cultures are not exceptional in having trans- ^ j 
formed woman into a commodity or a slave. Western culture and Christianity j 
lave subjected women to exactly the same fate. As a matter of fact, the 
oppression of woman exercised by tire Christian Church and those who upheld 

Its teachings has been even more ferocious. ... . 

2. The oppression of women is not essentially due to religious ideologies, 
br to whether she is bom in a Western or Eastern society, but derives its roots 
from the class and patriarchal system that has ruled over human beings ever 
:ince slavery started to hold sway. 

! 3 > Women are not mentally inferior to men as many people would like to 
relieve. On the contrary, history shows that women started to exercise the 
powers of their mind before men, and were the first to embark,on the quest 
for knowledge. The first goddes of knowledge was Eve, later to be succeeded 
ry the Pharaonic Isis. 

4. The great religions of the world uphold similar principles in so far as 
the submission of women to men is concerned. They also agree in the attri¬ 
bution of masculine characteristics to their God. Islam and Christianity have 
both constituted important stages in tire progress and evolution of humanity. 
Nevertheless, where the cause of women was concerned, they added a new 

load to their already heavy chains. \ 

5. The emancipation of Arab women can only result from the struggle of j 
the Arab-'women themselves, once they become an effective political force. I 
This necessitates the formation of politically conscious, disciplined and well \ 
organized women’s movements, and a clear definition of their objectives | 
and methods of struggle as well as of the rights for which women must fight. 

6. History has proved that revolutionary changes, wars of liberation and 
the radical transformation associated with the establishment of socialist 
.systems, accelerate the pace of womens’ emancipation. The Algerian war of 
liberation brought with it greater freedom for women, and the same process 
is taking place in the national struggle of the Palestinian people. The socialist 
revolutions in Europe, Asia, Africa and Latin America have succeeded in 
destroying many of the age-old chains that held women prisoners of oppression. 


Tins relationship is at the heart of the fundamental links that bind the 
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emancipation of women to the cause of people’s liberation from imperialism 
capitalism and class exploitation. .... , , . 

7. Arab women preceded the women ot the world in resisting the patri¬ 
archal system based on male domination. Fourteen centuries ago, Arab 
women succeeded in opposing the unilateral use of the male gender in the 
Koran when its passages referred to both men and women. Their outspoken 
objection was couched in terms that have remained famous. We have 
proclaimed our belief in Islam, and done as you have done. How is it then tha 
you men should be mentioned in the Koran while we are ignored! At the 
time both men and women were referred to as Moslems, but, in response to 
the objections voiced by women, Allah henceforward said in the Koran: 

{ A1 Mouslimeena Wal Mouslimat, wal Mou’mineena wal Mou’minat.’ ^ 

(‘The Muslims, men and women, and the believers, men and women. ) . . 

8,In the traditions and culture of the Arabs and Islam, there are positive 
aspects which must be sought for and emphasized. Negative aspects should 
be exposed and discarded without hesitation. Women at the time of the 
Prophet obtained rights of which today they are deprived in most Arab 

countries. , 

9. The portrayal of Arab woman in past and contemporary Arab 
literature does not reflect a genuine image of her. It is Arab woman as seen 
through the eyes of Arab men, and therefore tends to be incomplete, 
distorted and devoid of a clear understanding and consciousness. 
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